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FOREWORD 
Landscape and Power in 
Ancient Mesoamerica 


DAVID FREIDEL 


If states and culture ought to exist for the well-being (an esthetic condition) 
of their members, then society cannot preexist its arts, which determine the 
forms of expression by which a society is known. (George Kubler 1991:13) 


Knowing Pre-Columbian societies through their arts, their architecture, 
and their humanmade landscapes is a goal uniting the several parts and 
contributions of this book into a collective effort, Some of the authors go 
at the task of crafting new knowledge of the pre-Columbian past with 
some conceptual tools that are new to me, terms such as cultural poetics 
and aesthetic trope. The editors go to considerable effort in the introduc- 
tion to make these terms accessible, and therefore useful. Let me give just 
a couple of contemporary examples that make sense to me. The Vietnam 
War memorial in Washington, D.C., is a sacred space charged with emo- 
tional power. lts design is a culturally specific poetic layering of scales 
and meanings, beginning with the 58,191 individual names inscribed 
upon its polished black stone panels. The viewer initially moves through 
the monument by descending, echoing the process that each casualty of 
the war went through at interment. Later the viewer must ascend as she 
exits the monument. This fundamental movement references the basic 
scaffolding of narratives of death and rebirth in many cultures as well as 
the cultural meanings attached to actual burial rites. 

Descent followed by ascent is a fundamental part of the dance of the af- 
terlife—the poetical scaffolding on which many human belief systems are 
hung. In this way the monument materializes an aesthetic trope that 
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would resonate with most of the participants in the ceremonies of remem- 
brance that occur there daily. One looks into the pure, polished black sur- 
face and sees oneself and other visitors; one observes a subdued pattern of 
gray lines and columns as anonymous as the lists of the lost reported day 
after day on black-and-white television newscasts during the conflict. 
Then one sees the response of a visitor to the discovery of one name, the 
flood of memories, of grief, that one name invokes. And then every name 
stands alone and vital. This is not a memorial to the unknown or to exem- 
plary heroes—added later in bronze—but to the very personal and singu- 
lar experience of people caught up in the Vietnam War. The Wall is not an 
aesthetic trope to all citizens of the United States, as the Washington Mon- 
ument is, but it is just that for the generations who experienced the war 
and who congregate there to perform their own private and quiet rituals 
of expiation. Seeing it in the context of the other monuments in the area, 
with their particular histories and memories, one has the outline of an ar- 
chaeology of public U.S. life in this ceremonial center. 

Acknowledging that not even all U.S. citizens can understand one of 
their own contemporary national monuments, how much more difficult 
it is to imagine usefully knowing the monumental art of pre-Columbian 
societies as their peoples did. But there are other conceptual tools that 
make this effort plausible, principal among them the prospect of continu- 
ity in meaning over time associated with images, artifacts, symbols, and 
signs. For all his confidence in the centrality of art and aesthetics to the 
study of ancient civilization, George Kubler generally despaired of estab- 
lishing continuities of this kind from the period of the Spanish Conquest 
into the deep past of Mesoamerica. However, the authors of the ensuing 
chapters pose an array of arguments favoring enduring continuities, and 
these arguments are the basis for opening up new fields of meaning and 
function in Mesoamerican sacred spaces. 

The general principle of continuity in this arena has enjoyed a strong 
empirical endorsement through the decipherment of Mayan glyphic 
texts of the Classic period, and several of the contributors make reference 
to this material—particularly as articulated by Linda Schele. Linda 
Schele was pursuing the continuities of key ideas and images in 
Mesoamerica at the time of her death, and this scholarship is reflected in 
her contribution to this book. Her study of Tollan, the mythical Place of 
Cattail Reeds, registers a conviction, articulated many years ago by 
Michael Coe among others, that historical memory in Mesoamerica tran- 
scended the rise and fall of individual civilizations and reproduced the 
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beliefs and icons of an enduring world vision founded more than thirty 
centuries ago. 

Yet that common root stock, what Gordon Willey and Philip Phillips 
defined as an "areal co-tradition," never constrained the tangled branch- 
ing of the regional cultures of Mesoamerica into a wonderful and nu- 
anced flowering of expression. The pyramids and concourses mapping 
out the creation across the Teotihuacan landscape, the circle dance of 
great stones declaring the creation at Quiriguá, the resurrection path in 
Building A at El Tajín, resonate but remain distinctly localized and histor- 
ically particular expressions of broadly shared and enduring tropes. The 
writers dealing with these subjects expertly break out the local from the 
Mesoamerican in ways that enrich our understanding of both. 

Within the context of cosmic aesthetics as a means to legitimate power, 
I see two great themes in this book. First, there are explorations of the 
meaning of places on the landscape, both humanmade and natural, as 
conveyed through symbols, signs, and images—and writing in the case 
of the Classic Maya. Second, there are efforts to interpret places, or mon- 
uments, by means of ritual performances on or around them as these can 
be inferred through displayed symbolism. These two themes intertwine 
conceptually, and so the authors detail them to varying degrees in each 
chapter. 

Here is an example from my own experience of how this thematic syn- 
ergy can work. In late December last year, I visited the Postclassic Maya 
capital of Mayapan in Yucatán. Passing through the bougainvillea-laced 
lane to the newly cleared and consolidated buildings of the center, I faced 
the Temple of Kukulcan, the Feathered Serpent. By reputation, this radial 
pyramid is an echo of Chichén Itzá's original Castillo in north-central Yu- 
catán. As I drew closer to the pyramid, I could see fragments of recently 
exposed and conserved brightly painted murals along one basal wall. An 
enthroned and armed god, strikingly reminiscent of one found perva- 
sively at Chichén Itzá depicted inside an ancestor cartouche (and dubbed 
"Captain Sun Disk" there by Arthur Miller), was here framed by warriors 
lowering battle standards toward the god's celestial portal. Captain Sun 
Disk occurs carved on a wooden lintel in the temple on top of the Castillo 
at Chichén Itzá, but here at Mayapan he was prominently displayed on a 
version of the radial temple ethnohistorically documented as dedicated 
to Kukulcan. To be sure, another such scene depicted a "diving god" in 
the cartouche, but I saw in the seated-god mural reinforcement of the 
idea that Kukulcan, as the title of a legendary ruler of Chichén Itzá, might 
be pictured as the enthroned warrior in the ancestor cartouche. 
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My interest piqued, I rounded the pyramid and then regarded, up on a 
low corner terrace, a striding modeled stucco figure brandishing a flap- 
staff battle banner. Now the building came alive for me with the pageants 
of the month of Xul that I remembered described by Diego de Landa for 
the Temple of Kukulcan at Mayapan (and later at Mani): 

On the evening of that day they went forth with a great procession of 
people, and they went very quietly to the temple of Kukulcan, which 
they had previously properly adorned, and having arrived there, and 
making their prayers, they placed the banners on top of the temple, and 
they all spread out their idols below in the courtyard, each for himself, on 
leaves of trees, which he had for this purpose, and having kindled new 
fire, they began to burn their incense in many places and to make offer- 
ings of food cooked without salt or pepper and of drinks made of their 
beans and the seeds of squashes (Tozzer 1941:158). 

The battle banners of Mayapan resonated for me with those inferred 
for Classic El Tajín in Veracruz, as described by Kathryn Reese-Taylor 
and Rex Koontz in their introduction. I found my mind's eye following 
battle banners from Chichén Itzá to battle banners fluttering over the 
bundled and seated remains of revered lords in Aztec picture books like 
the Magliabechano (Boone 1983) to the battle banner depicted over the 
bundled remains of the sacrificed Maya Maize God, First Father, on a 
beautiful Middle Classic vase (MS 1126, Reents-Budet 1994:14-15). My 
mind's eye observed the banners adorning bound sacrificial victims dis- 
played before Quetzalcoatl-Kukulcan and also decorating a tree behind 
the enthroned image of that god, as illustrated in the Postclassic Mexican 
Codex Borgia (plate 19). So this Mesoamerican trope blazes trails through 
the cultural history of the region and urges me to see in them connected 
understanding. 

Such religious conventions and symbols served to integrate 
Mesoamerican states not only historically into areal co-traditions but also 
politically, commercially, and ritually in any given period of time. The 
cult of Kukulcan at Mayapan was, as seen in its successor cult at Mani, 
designed to solidify the elite of the Mayapan confederacy through iden- 
tity with a foreign god. That same elite was committed to long-distance 
trade in Mexico and Central America. The trading city of Cholula in 
Puebla, described by Geoffrey McCafferty in this volume, housed an im- 
portant cult of Quetzalcoatl, and this god's temple stood before the Tem- 
plo Mayor in Tenochtitlán, the Aztec capital. How far back in time this 
Feathered Serpent god leitmotif can be traced is an open matter, but cer- 
tainly both Mexican-style feathered serpent gods and Mexican-style bat- 
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tle banners are in the Maya lowlands by the fourth century AD. As it hap- 
pens, the bundle burial of high lords (such as pictured on the Middle 
Classic vase described above) appears, albeit rarely, in the records of 
Kaminaljuyu, Tikal, and Waxaktun during the fifth century AD—all sites 
attesting significant ties to Teotihuacan. 

It is difficult to find closure on such an inquiry once begun in 
Mesoamerican religion and ritual practice, for the connections reach out 
in all directions over time—the practical product of economic and social 
ties of importance to the local elites and their constituencies. At the same 
time, the sages and artisans of local traditions constantly reinvented their 
distinct aesthetic expressions of the myths, histories, and gods they col- 
lectively embraced as definitive of civilized life. The following articles 
celebrate this rich and dynamic world in ways that are both enlightening 
and challenging to existing precepts. The result is a hopeful and impor- 
tant work. 
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PREFACE 


Recent studies of ancient landscapes have matured into well-rounded in- 
quiries regarding humanity's engagement with the environment. 
Whereas many remain centered on topics such as the distribution of set- 
tlements throughout a region, the modification of the environment for 
agricultural purposes, and large scale water management projects, they 
are complemented by an array of newer studies focused on what and 
Wendy Ashmore and A. Bernard Knapp (1999:1) term the "socio-sym- 
bolic aspects of human environment interaction." What unites these 
seemingly disparate perspectives is the concept that landscapes are 
formed by collective human activity and, as such, are culturally con- 
structed. This volume focuses on the culturally constructed landscapes 
within the civic centers of ancient Mesoamerica. Although the contribu- 
tors to this volume come from varied disciplines and consider spaces cre- 
ated throughout the prehistory of Mesoamerican, they all share the fun- 
damental orientation that ancient Mesoamerican landscapes were laden 
with meanings and that any analysis of the human relationship to the 
landscape must come to terms with these meanings. In particular, the 
studies included in this volume focus upon the specific meanings associ- 
ated with the identification and expression of power embodied within 
landscapes. These landscapes of power are the cumulative results of en- 
counters among individuals, the built environment (urban space, archi- 
tecture, household, shrine, and so forth), and the "natural" geography. 
The first two contributions form a pair of synthetic, overarching essays 
on landscape and power in ancient Mesoamerica. The introduction by 
Kathryn Reese-Taylor and Rex Koontz discusses the analytic categories 
used to think about landscape, space, and power. They suggest that the 
exploration of the more literal meanings of the environment may be bal- 
anced by the understanding of the poetics, which undergird its concep- 
tion and expression. More than a site, the landscape may be considered 
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as stage and actor in the performance, and in this way it participates in 
the poetics that structures the drama. This is especially true when one 
considers the landscape as a site for performance—such as the banner- 
raising ceremonies at the site of El Tajín, which Reese-Taylor and Koontz 
describe. 

The second chapter, by Linda Schele and Julia Guernsey Kappelman, 
takes on the different, but no less complex, task of mapping one of the 
fundamental patterns of landscape organization in Mesoamerica, that of 
Tollan. The authors argue that the particular constellation of elements 
that form Tollan, the Ancient Mesoamerican paradigmatic urban plan, 
were used throughout ancient Mesoamerica as a "right" and powerful 
way of organizing urban spaces and their surrounding landscapes. Fun- 
damental patterns, such as those embodied in the concept of Tollan, regu- 
late mythic, architectural, iconographic, and other expressions, and in 
this volume are referred to as "aesthetic tropes." 

In Section II, Plaza, Stelae, and Performance, the authors relate the 
transformation of central urban spaces and their surrounding country- 
side into areas of performance. In both Matthew Looper's and Kapple- 
man's essays, the stelae format becomes the vehicle of choice for repre- 
senting ritual, thus making the ritual present long after the actual 
performance. In this way the central space of the city (Quiriguá for 
Looper and Izapa for Kappelman) was turned into a permanent locus of 
performance, from which its meaning derived. Instead of focusing on a 
particular artistic medium, Heather Orr's contribution discusses the im- 
portance of the procession as defining ritual performance for Dainzú and 
Monte Albán, two major hilltop shrine sites in Oaxaca. 

The essays in Section III, Identity and the Language of Space, treat the 
way space is given meanings that solidify group identities, often with the 
desire of promoting polity solidarity. Following on Orr's identification of 
procession as a chief means of inscribing meaning on the landscape, Car- 
olyn Tate's essay shows how the importation of exotic sculptural materi- 
als at the Olmec site of La Venta was fundamental to the meaning of the 
sacred landscape. Tate's essay goes on to show how attitudes toward the 
materials themselves were part of a larger system of religious thought 
that bound the Olmec world together and remain central to the linguistic 
descendants of that crucial Formative period culture. 

Annabeth Headrick's essay on the Three Temple Complex at Teotihua- 
can posits that this widespread architectural pattern was based on a fun- 
damental triadic aesthetic trope found throughout Mesoamerican cul- 
ture. Furthermore, Headrick shows that this pattern may be the basis for 
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the organization of the most powerful political groups in the city. Jeffrey 
Stomper's essay on Copán also identifies an artifact of group identity in 
the Council House in the center of the site. Stomper shows how groups 
used the cosmological landscape of Maya myth to identify themselves 
and placed this identification at the heart of the Copán polity. Patricia 
Sarro also finds the cosmological underpinning for group identity, this 
time in one of the elaborately decorated multiroomed structures associ- 
ated with elite groups at the site of El Tajín. Sarro proposes that the elite 
of Tajín reproduced their most important figure of cosmological land- 
scape, the ballcourt, inside this building as a statement of control over the 
rituals associated with ballcourts and ball games. By locating these pri- 
mordial spaces in the center of their restricted space, elites proclaimed 
not only control over but also identity with ball game ritual and its asso- 
ciated mythology, and thus with the Tajín polity itself. 

Section IV, Paradigm and Power in Space and Narrative, concentrates 
on the way in which stories inscribed into the landscape were used to 
reify power relations. Linnea Wren, Kaylee Spencer, and Krysta 
Hochstetler show how serpent symbolism at the cosmopolitan site of 
Chichén Itzá was used to reference different areas of the Ancient 
Mesoamerican world, many of which were far from the Yucatán. These 
assertions of symbolic connection to far-away places are here seen as 
equivalent to the ability to trade and ally on a global level—an ability 
that separated the Chichén elite from others and provided an important 
part of their charter of legitimacy. Concomitant with this strategy was the 
innovative use of females as legitimating ancestors, probably in response 
to the need for local ties that these women gave the invading Itzá elite. 

Rather than focusing on a particular group, Geoffrey McCafferty's es- 
say on the Great Pyramid of Cholula shows how a single building's form 
and meaning were transformed over time to serve the needs of the vari- 
ous groups who based themselves at the site. McCafferty shows us the 
great continuities in the meaning of the building, which were based on 
many of the same fundamental principles of powerful space described 
by Schele and Kappelman. At the same time, the author is able to show 
how these basic patterns were modified to fit the particular political 
agenda of the group in power at the time. McCafferty thus offers an “ar- 
chaeology of legitimacy” based on a detailed understanding of the 
stratigraphy and symbolism of the Tlachihualtepetl, or “man-made 
mountain,” as the Great Pyramid was known at the time of the Spanish 
Conquest. The final essay, by Cynthia Kristan-Graham, investigates the 
spatial personality of Chichén Itzá through a detailed analysis of the rela- 
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tions formed by the emplacement of the glyphic record, imagery, archi- 
tecture, and other forms of urban marking such as the road system. Kris- 
tan-Graham finds that the political ordering of the polity as a “multepal” 
or joint-ruled institution were inscribed throughout the fabric of the city. 

Finally, we would like to acknowledge the assistance of many of our col- 
leagues during the process of editing this volume. Our sincere thanks go to 
Laura Jankowsky and Eva de la Riva López for keeping us organized and 
on track with this project. Also, we would like to acknowledge the guid- 
ance and patience of our editor, Karl Yambert, during this process. 

The chapters included within this volume were first presented at two 
separate symposia on Mesoamerican landscapes at both the American 
Anthropological Association and the College Art Association, and we 
would like to acknowledge Heather Orr for her work in co-organizing 
and co-chairing, along with Rex Koontz, the symposium presented at the 
CAA. We also would like to thank David Freidel for his unflagging sup- 
port of this volume and his advice at critical junctures. Our thanks are 
also extended to Karl Taube, who reviewed the papers at an early stage 
and provided constructive comments that proved very useful in the final 
preparation of the volume. In addition, we are grateful for the thoughtful 
comments regarding the introduction to the volume provided by David 
Freidel, David Samuels, Denis Provencher, and Kerry Hull. 

We would also like to express our thanks to our families. They have 
stood steadfastly by us as we worked through weekends and into the 
small hours of the morning. They have provided us with comfort, joy, 
and the occasional cup of coffee to keep us going. So to Daniela, Julian, 
and Lee; to Rick, Elizabeth, Schuyler, and Benjamin; and to Ross, we ex- 
tend our love and appreciation. 

However, in the end, we must reserve our most profound gratitude for 
our teacher and friend, Linda Schele. We are the results of her endeavors 
and her love. We hope she likes what she sees. 
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The Cultural Poetics of Power and 
Space in Ancient Mesoamerica 


KATHRYN REESE-TAYLOR 
REx KOONTZ 


For almost three thousand years, Mesoamerican societies have crafted 
spaces for ritual performance with the express purpose of forging power 
relations. These spaces functioned as stage sets representing paradig- 
matic landscapes laden with power—power that political actors would 
direct to a historically contingent end. Inherently present within these 
landscapes and the performances conducted in them are the cultural po- 
etics of a people, embodying both the aesthetic values of a group as well 
as the style used to manifest these aesthetic principles. 

This volume centers on examples of cultural poetics as applied to land- 
scapes from several different societies in ancient Mesoamerica. An under- 
lying theme that unites all of these examples is how individuals or 
groups fashion spaces for the purposes of accruing political power or ad- 
vancing political agendas. Within this chapter we seek to define the un- 
derlying principles used by Mesoamericans to shape the landscape into 
effective settings for communicating power relations. 


Defining Cultural Poetics 


Although at times difficult to define, the cultural poetics of a people are 
nonetheless important to study because they can reveal aspects of culture 
that are not apparent at first reading. Roman Jakobson initially identified 
poetics as dealing with the problems of verbal structures, yet he simulta- 
neously asserted that many poetic features, more rightly, belong to the 
theory of signs, or semiotics (Jakobson 1960: 350-351). With this small pro- 


1 


2 Kathryn Reese-Taylor and Rex Koontz 


nouncement, a more encompassing perspective regarding the utility of 
poetics for understanding signs present in all mediums arose that recon- 
textualized the poetic, associating it with problems of semiotic structures. 
Thus, form and meaning were inextricably linked in Jakobson's poetics: 
Semiotics had embedded within it a poetics. The structuring of the com- 
municative act, which inevitably involves a cultural poetics, could now be 
considered an integral part of the meaning of the communication. 

Jakobson, along with his anthropologist colleague Claude Lévi- 
Strauss, explored the nexus of poetics and semiotics in their analysis of 
Charles Baudelaire's poem “Les Chats" (Jakobson and Lévi-Strauss 
1962). The article divides analysis into poetic and semiotic domains (the 
former drawing on Jakobson's definition above, and the latter on Lévi- 
Straussian structuralist analysis of myth). In this short work, the authors 
show how particular poetical structures express particular categories of 
meaning in the poem (i.e., octets for animate objects, sextets for inani- 
mate objects). All of this categorization illustrates that "each method [po- 
etic or semiotic] may be chosen according to the circumstances, for, in the 
last analysis, they are substitutable one for another (Jakobson and Lévi- 
Strauss 1962: 5; author's translation).! As Robert Layton (1991:22) ob- 
served, the work of Jakobson and Lévi-Strauss was an early attempt to 
systematically grapple with relations of “form” and “content” (or poetics 
and semiotics) from a linguistic and anthropological perspective. 

However, it was the work of Clifford Geertz that firmly established the 
use of cultural poetics as a viable approach for understanding the organi- 
zation and function of culture. Geertz defines culture as a semiotic sys- 
tem, opening the door for the use of poetics as a means of eliciting mean- 
ing from a cultural act: 


The concept of culture, I espouse . . . is essentially a semiotic one. Be- 
lieving as Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of 
significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and 
the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in 
search of new law, but an interpretive one in search of meaning 
(Geertz 1973:5). 


The identification of culture by Geertz as semiotic “webs of signifi- 
cance" provides the means for interpreting meaning in the same manner 
that linguists illicit meaning from a text. Therefore, following Jakobson 
and Lévi-Strauss, we may view Geertz's webs of significance as both 
semiotically and poetically constructed. As a communicative act, the 
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message (the literal content) must be expressed properly in order to be 
understood—and that proper expression is generated by a cultural poet- 
ics. Many scholars have used cultural poetics as a framework for inter- 
preting meaning in societies based upon the premise alluded to by 
Geertz that cultural practices are “texted” (Volosinov 1973; Hodder 1982, 
1986, 1987, 1992; Shanks and Tilley 1982, 1987; Schiefflin 1985; Bakhtin 
1986; Bauman 1986; Sherzer 1987; Hanks 1989a, 1989b, 1989c; Bauman 
and Briggs 1990; Urban 1991}. This paradigm asserts that objects are 
given meaning by the social interactions of individuals and may be per- 
ceived as a "text" because of their discrete form and content, which is 
semiotically encoded to be received by others. In this view that privileges 
the social construction of meaning, one may say that things embody 
meaning because people act as if they do. Thus a poetics must be seen as 
cultural: It is embedded in the agreed-upon practices of a group—prac- 
tices that regulate not only what is said, but how to say it properly. 


Aesthetics 


Viewing culture as texted by society enables scholars to consider the cul- 
tural factors that structure the text as well as the audience reaction to 
those texts. Intertwined with the prosaic questions of literal content come 
the poetical questions of what makes a proper or powerful text. As in lit- 
erary genres, two cognitive elements play important roles in the response 
to these questions: aesthetics and style. Aesthetic principles are often dif- 
ficult to verbalize and therefore are frequently referred to by means of 
metaphor or trope. Meyer Schapiro has defined an aesthetic trope as 
^...a manifestation of the culture as a whole, the visible sign of its unity 
[that]) . . . reflects or projects the “inner form’ of collective thinking and 
feeling" (1953:287). Robert Plant Armstrong has revitalized the notion of 
the aesthetic trope by demonstrating how tropes transmute core cultural 
patterns through formal metaphoric properties, modalities, and media, 
thus providing the structuring principles for any socially effective com- 
munication (1975:45). 

In a like manner, Edmund Leach has touched upon the concept of aes- 
thetics as a structuring principle for cultural acts: "Logically, aesthetics 
and ethics are identical. If we are to understand the ethical rules of a soci- 
ety, it is the aesthetics we must study" (1977:12).3 While using a different 
vocabulary, Leach is also referring to the aesthetic component of the fun- 
damental structures of a group's self-understanding and the practices 
arising from that understanding. 
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Armstrong has also pointed out that the aesthetics and style of a group 
structure not only artistic endeavors, but also directly reflect group cogni- 
tive processes and shape social dynamics (1981). Aesthetic tropes encode 
the metacommunicative patterns of a people (Durkheim 1965; Lévi-Strauss 
1963; Turner 1967; Keil 1979; Geertz 1980; B. Tedlock 1984, 1986, 1992; Feld 
1988). People who share an aesthetic easily recognize and understand 
each other, and aesthetic tropes communicate to outsiders the manner in 
which people identify themselves and structure their daily lives. 

However, following Ludwig Wittgenstein (1922), we are not only con- 
cerned with the cognitive aspects of human behavior that the study of 
aesthetic tropes reveals, but with the actual practices that aesthetic 
tropes, like ethics, direct. Wittgenstein seeks not to ascertain the suppos- 
edly true nature of what something is, but to articulate how humans con- 
duct their practical, everyday affairs—something we usually leave unac- 
knowledged in the background of our lives. He is concerned 


with individuals being able to ‘go on’ with each other (Wittgenstein 
1953; nos.146-155 in Shotter 1995), with individuals being able to 
make 'followable', ‘responsible’, or ‘answerable’ sense to each other- 
simply reacting or responding in ways that makes it possible for us to 
continue our relationships is sufficient for him (Shotter 1995). 


In this manner, aesthetics and its concomitant expression as tropes cre- 
ate a sense of cultural cohesiveness within a social group. 

Aesthetic tropes are inherently framed in a metaphorical vocabulary 
that crosscuts media. Aesthetic tropes may be expressed as music, as ver- 
bal art, or as representations in two or three dimensions. The Flowering 
Mountain Earth, found among contemporary Maya adhering to the 
Costrumbrista religion, is an example of an aesthetic trope expressed as a 
three-dimensional representation (Reese 1996). The Flowering Mountain 
Earth is not merely a landscape, location, or a packet of fundamental 
ideas. It is a visual metaphor that embodies a concept central to the or- 
dering of daily life by the people of Santiago Atitlan, a village located 
near the shores of Lake Atitlan in the highlands of Guatemala. In Atiteco 
myths, the Flowering Mountain Earth represents a sacred tree that stood 
at the center of the universe at a time before the creation of the current 
world. The tree became pregnant, and all the elements of the world grew 
from the branches. As the fruit grew larger, it became too heavy for the 
tree to bear and fell to the ground, scattering its seeds at its base. The sa- 
cred tree gave shelter to the young plants, but eventually the young 
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saplings grew so abundant and large that the sacred tree was crowded 
out. Now, the Flowering Mountain Earth is said to exist as a stump at the 
center of the world and is called the Father /Mother, the beginning and 
ending point of all life (Carlsen and Prechtel 1991:13). The Costrumbris- 
tas believe that in this form the Flowering Mountain Earth is the ancestor 
of all life. 

As a structuring agent, the Flowering Mountain Earth is ^... a unify- 
ing concept, inextricably linking vegetation, the human life cycle, kin- 
ship, modes of production, religious and political hierarchy, conceptions 
of time, even of celestial movement" (Carlsen and Prechtel 1991:12-13). A 
reciprocal relationship exists between the symbolic representation of the 
Flowering Mountain Earth and the Costrumbristas. They believe that as 
long as the Flowering Mountain Earth is fed, it will continue to provide 
sustenance. The feeding may be literal or symbolic. Literal feeding occurs 
when an individual has an actual hole on his land into which offerings 
for the ancestors are placed. Symbolic feeding occurs during ritual per- 
formances in which dancing with sacred bundles, burning copal incense, 
or praying feeds the ancestral form (Carlsen and Prechtel 1991). 

Likewise, it is the ritual performances of the cofradía that feeds and re- 
news the community and the world. Consonant with this belief, the 
cofradía system is metaphorically expressed as vegetation in the discourse 
of the Costrumbristas. The trope of the Flowering Mountain Earth also 
encompasses temporal elements. The Flowering Mountain Earth as the 
stump represents death and temporally takes this form during nights 
and from the autumnal equinox to the spring equinox. During its death 
phase, the stump is called the gourd or skull. Fundamental cofradía ritu- 
als resurrect the Flowering Mountain Earth as the sun and help it to 
move across the sky. The series of deaths and births, which move the sun 
throughout the year, are referred to as dawnings. Individual cofradía are 
referred to as dawn houses, signifying the importance of these ritual per- 
formances. At the spring equinox, specific ceremonies are conducted to 
renew and rejuvenate the Earth. The world is inseminated with the 
gourd /skull, and during the subsequent “five delicate days,”, the Earth 
is pregnant. If the cofradías have performed the ritual and ceremonies 
properly throughout the year, then life again is brought forth (Carlsen 
and Prechtel 1991:24—25). All of the conceptual categories that structure 
the Costrumbrista world and their concomitant ritual obligations are en- 
compassed within the trope of the Flowering Mountain Earth. 

Fundamental to our argument is the structuring power of the aesthetic 
principles used to construct the trope of Flowering Mountain Earth and 
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how those principles replicate themselves throughout Atiteco culture. In- 
voking the structuring power of the Flowering Mountain Earth imparts a 
beauty and orderliness to the communicative act. As a structuring aes- 
thetic trope, the Flowering Mountain Earth goes beyond communally ac- 
cepted literal meaning to encompass the proper, powerful grammar of 
any communication. 


Style 


Although seemingly bounded, a limitless range of variation can exist 
within the confines of an aesthetic trope. The variations in the material 
realization of the trope may be analyzed through an individual or com- 
munity's style (Bourdieu 1984). Armstrong locates the nexus of stylistic 
variation within the actual process of creation: 


Style may ... be seen to be a composite of media and their struc- 
tures, in terms of the discipline to which those media and structures 
are characteristically subjected in enactment (1971:51). 


Style is, in this way of thinking, the recognizable formal scaffolding on 
which all communicative acts are hung. In his classic definition of style in 
art, Meyer Schapiro observes that any particular style is ". .. a system of 
forms with a quality and a meaningful expression through which the 
personality of the artist and the broad outlook of a group are visible" 
(1953:287). He further defines three integral elements of style: context, 
form, and expression. Contextual elements consist of the spatial and tem- 
poral relationships of communicative acts. Formal elements include the 
properties that shape the structure of the communicative act. And finally, 
expressive elements are the qualities, such as color intensity, color hue, 
rhythm, pitch, harmony, and so forth, that participate in the meaning of 
any communication (Schapiro 1953). 

Many scholars—such as Angel Maria Garibay (1953), Victoria Bricker 
(1981), Dennis Tedlock (1983, 1985), Gary Gossen (1985), Munro Edmun- 
son (1986), and William Hanks (1989a)—have pursued the study of the 
style, which organizes Mesoamerican texts and oral performances. 
Within the formal texts of the Maya, style is critical in conveying mean- 
ing (D. Tedlock 1983). Repetitions and other stylistic features of oral nar- 
rative have implications even for those who focus on content analysis 
and choose to ignore style (D. Tedlock 1983:53). In tightly parallel verse, 
the cadence and alliteration established in one phrase must be sustained 
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(with slight variation) in the next. At the same time, the semantic content 
must also be duplicated. Meaning shifts either positively or negatively 
using synonyms and antonyms but without disrupting completely the 
established meter and sound. These formal stylistics clearly organize the 
compositional structure and thus the content of the text. 

In a similar manner, Kathryn Reese (1996) has argued that the overall 
design of sacred space at the Late Formative site of Cerros in northern 
Belize paralleled the poetic properties of formal Maya verse. She has 
identified structures such as episodic cycles, metaphorical stacking, for- 
mal coupletry, and triadic parallelism in the architectural program. These 
formal elements of style were used to convey meaning by the Late For- 
mative architects of Cerros. Without the proper use of such formal ele- 
ments, the landscape would be less intelligible to the local population, 
much as music composed on an octave scale is familiar or indigenous 
whereas music composed on a scale other than the Western octave is 
marked as strange or foreign. Style is not a by-product of behavior but is 
firmly grounded in practice and is culturally constitutive. 

Therefore, the principles of an aesthetics together with its materializa- 
tion through style is crucial in establishing the syntax that makes any 
communication intelligible with a cohesive social group. However, what 
is critical to understand is the interrelatedness of the two concepts. 
Styles are founded upon aesthetic principles, and aesthetic principles 
are dependent upon styles for their expression. It is the aesthetic struc- 
turing of communicative acts and their attendant social relations and the 
style in which these structures are expressed that cultural poetics at- 
tempts to discern. 


The Structure of Power 


Based upon the studies of such social scientists as Michel Foucault (1973, 
1977, 1981), Clifford Geertz (1973), Pierre Bourdieu (1977, 1984), and 
Mikhail Bakhtin (1986), recent scholars have proposed that one of the 
principle structural problems posed by cultural poetics is the relationship 
between power and the manner in which it is represented (Dougherty 
and Kurke 1993). "Culture here is not cults and customs but the struc- 
tures of meaning through which people give shape to their experience. 
Politics is not coups and constitutions but one of the principle arenas in 
which such structures unfold. The two being thus reframed, determining 
the connection between them becomes a practicable enterprise, although 
hardly a modest one" (Geertz 1973:312). 
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Geertz clearly relates politics and culture—the latter being a constitu- 
tive element of the former. Thus culture and power are not disjunctive, 
but instead power is expressed and manipulated through cultural cate- 
gories and discourses. Át this juncture one must interrogate the connec- 
tion between culture and politics with a view toward constructing a field 
in which cultural manifestations may be read as constitutive of political 
power. We would argue that one of the chief loci for this expression and 
manipulation of power is in representation, which provides a fertile field 
for the exploration of the connection between culture and politics. 

But how does representation constitute itself as an analytical field, and 
what are the elements that go into its analysis? In his study of the Paris 
Arcades, Walter Benjamin particularly draws upon images of power aris- 
ing from dialectical structures that actualize the tensions between oppos- 
ing cultural forces: 


Where thought comes to a standstill in a constellation saturated with 
tensions, there appears the dialectical image. It is the caesura in the 
movement of thought ... it is to be sought at the point where the 
tension between the dialectical oppositions is the greatest (Benjamin 
as quoted in Buck-Morss 1989:219) 


The tension of the dialectical image is an integral construct in the dy- 
namic nature of the cultural poetic. However, in our use of the dialectical 
image, we expand upon Benjamin's specific definition and embrace a 
more encompassing exegesis.* We interpret the tension of the dialectic 
image as embodying the disjunction between that which is represented 
and that which represents—in other words, the signified and the signifier 
(Saussure 1913). The representation is intrinsically dialectic because it en- 
codes an interior struggle between concept and conceptualization. This 
effort creates a rift in the image, which Kathleen Stewart has called "a 
space on the side of the road" (1996). This space is full of potential in that 
it allows for a multitude of interpretations, depending upon the audience 
(cf. Bakhtin 1986), for a continual reinvention of meaning consistent with 
a constantly changing poetics. These spaces provide for a 


. [R]e-entrenchment [of the image] in the particularity of local 
form and epistemologies, a dwelling in and on a cultural poetics 
contingent on a place and time... (Stewart 1996:6). 


In this context, the disjunction between conception and representation 
is flooded with individual needs based upon local contingencies. 
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It is from the potential to direct the tension of the dialectic image to- 
wards a particular agenda that power arises. At this point, power simul- 
taneously requires and engenders knowledge (Foucault 1973, 1977, 1981). 
The ability of any actor to direct the tension of an existing image or craft a 
powerful statement is explicitly linked to an awareness of her world. 


Perhaps we should abandon the belief that power makes mad and 
that, by the same token, the renunciation of power is one of the con- 
ditions of knowledge. We should admit rather that power produces 
knowledge ... that power and knowledge directly imply one an- 
other; that there is no power relation without the correlative consti- 
tution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not pre- 
suppose and constitute at the same time power relations (Foucault 
1977:27). 


Knowledge, for Foucault, is the control or mastery of certain cultural 
practices, especially those of the primary discourses regulating a culture. 
As we have seen, a cultural poetics is one of the fundamental constitutive 
elements of these discourses. Power, then, may be seen to originate in 
specific and localized cultural poetics that develop as a result of people 
and events in an exact place and time. Thus for Foucault, as for Geertz, 
culture is not the smokescreen behind which power and politics hide but 
the very embodiment of power-saturated social relations. Power rests, af- 
ter Foucault, on the ability to define truth and hence knowledge, which is 
in the end a practice embedded at the very heart of culture. Cultural po- 
etics, in turn, is not the epiphenomenal dressing placed on statements 
about incommensurable power relations to make them palatable, but 
may be seen instead as constitutive of those relations. 

We have, we hope, established the centrality of cultural poetics in the 
analysis of culture and power. What remains to be done is to show how 
cultural poetics manifests itself in practice. To begin this task, it must first 
be acknowledged that the analytic category of cultural poetics is consti- 
tutive, not determinative. Whereas a work of art, political speech, or any 
other act of communication is structured by a cultural poetics, this struc- 
turing is done by a historical agent at a particular point in history for a 
particular effect. The structuring power of cultural poetics, together with 
the historical contingency of the politically motivated speaker, reveals 
the play of power in any single communicative act. Marshall Sahlins calls 
this meeting of structure and history "the structure of the conjuncture," 
in which any particular communicative event is "a relation between a 
happening and a structure (or structures): an encompassment of the phe- 
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nomenon-in-itself as a meaningful value, from which follows its specific 
historical efficacy” (1985:xiv). 

This approach is, perhaps, best exemplified in the work of the New 
Historicists who see texts as sites for the circulation of cultural energy 
and for the ongoing negotiation of power relations within society 
(Doughtery and Kurke 1993). New Historicists often detect a clash of dif- 
ferent discourses within a single text or anecdote. Given their interest in 
representation, they recognize that not only can events alter the structure, 
but language itself and other acts of signification are also potential sites 
for cultural change. Thus the negotiation of power relations that the New 
Historicists identify in texts is a constant two-way process between text 
and audience, ruler and ruled, and representation and social structure 
(cf. Bakhtin 1986; Bourdieu 1977).5 The cultural poetics, which structures 
these statements, both creates their efficacy and channels them into par- 
ticular forms, which have undeniable consequences for the content itself. 


The Cultural Poetics of Space 


The particular form taken by a cultural poetics is dictated by the limits of 
the medium in which it is expressed. Space, as an expressive medium, 
has its own intrinsic qualities that, together with a culturally specific aes- 
thetics and style, circumscribes its presentation within distinct societies. 

Space is often charged with meaning through events. Individual actions 
define what the space means in relationship to society. Although the 
meaning inherent within any given space comes from the aesthetic values 
and beliefs of a people, it is the actuation of these cognitive processes that 
imbeds these meanings within landscapes and architecture. Therefore, all 
space is construed to be culturally constructed performances, both secular 
and sacred. Performances treat space concretely—through them space is 
changed, transformed, and shaped. Consequently, performance qualities 
are critical in constructing meaning within a spatial medium, just as they 
are critical in constructing meaning within a linguistic medium. 

This meaning is constructed within various genres of performance by 
several key structuring devices. The key element is an emphasis on inter- 
action between performer and audience during a performance event 
(Bakhtin 1986; Bauman 1986). Secondary structures serve to intensify this 
interaction and include stylistic elements of form—such as couplets, tri- 
adic clauses, metaphorical stacking, and episodic cycles—as well as sty- 
listic elements of expression—such as vocal pitch and cadence or move- 
ment position and rhythm. All are used by the performer to engage the 
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audience (Hymes 1975; D. Tedlock 1983, 1985; Bakhtin 1986; Bauman 
1986; Hanks 1989a, 1989b, 1989c). Finally, the specific features of these el- 
ements are the result of the particular time and location in which they 
have been produced; the contextual environment, encompassing the gen- 
eral social relations; and the immediate circumstances surrounding the 
performance (Schapiro 1953; Volosinov 1973; Bakhtin 1986). In a similar 
manner, these cultural poetic features shape meaning within spaces. 

Both Susan Buck-Morss (1989) and Kathleen Stewart (1996) have 
stressed the localization in both time and space of the cultural poetic. Ex- 
tending the insight that all poetics are cultural and political in nature, 
these authors assert that each poetic construct reveals the social relations 
of a precise time and place, demanding an attention to the details of cul- 
ture akin to that of “thick description” advanced by Geertz (1973:3-30). 
Stewart is particularly captivated by the poetic construction of landscape 
by the people of Appalachia, which she characterizes by the use of 
tropes. Her use of the concept of “chronotrope” is revealing: 


When people go out roaming the hills, whether in mind or in body 
... They come up against places and are stopped dead in their tracks 
by re-membered images they can't help but recall. Named places be- 
come concrete models embodying not just the literal impact of the 
events but the local epistemology of re-membering impacts by re- 
tracing them in graphic images that stand at once as refuse and 
refuge (Stewart 1996:91). 


The people, then, go on to construct culturally the landscape by means 
of a narrative that encompasses neither an isolated account of a single 
event nor a chronological sequence of events. Instead, the narrative selec- 
tively recounts events and pieces of episodes that are of importance to 
the individual narrator in an order that is meaningful to him. This "re- 
membering" of the landscape constantly recontextualizes the past in the 
present, linking the present to the past in a nonlinear but nonetheless 
purposeful fashion. Thus the landscape becomes the canvas on which 
these people paint their conceptions of time and history. 

Landscape also evokes past memories for the Australian aborigines: 


It is not simply that landscape is a sign system for mythological 
events, as is now understood. Rather the landscape is the referent for 
much of the symbolism. Too often landscape has been seen as an in- 
tervening sign system that serves the purpose of passing on the an- 


12 Kathryn Reese-Taylor and Rex Koontz 


cestral past. I would like to argue that landscape is integral to the 
message (Morphy 1995:186). 

Time was created through the transformation of ancestral beings 
into place, the place being forever the mnemonic of the event. 
... Whatever events happened at the place, whatever sequence they 
occurred in, whatever intervals existed between them, all becomes 
subordinate to their representation in space. Transformed into fea- 
tures of the landscape mythological events are represented simulta- 
neously even if they could be said to have occurred at different 
points in time (Morphy 1995:188). 


Like the people of Appalachia, the Australian aborigines temporalize 
space. Events are related to spatial matrices, with little attention paid to 
the temporal flow. Links between the past and present are again forged by 
means of narrative. Often it is the very act of recounting the past events 
that creates the relationship between the past and present, as when new 
people move into an area. This link is especially true of Mesoamerica, 
where migration tales give meaning to multiple landscapes in order to set 
up the right to inhabit a particular landscape, at the same time that these 
tales create systems of political order among the inhabitants (López 
Austin 1973:98). Thus groups create an identity for themselves vis-à-vis 
the land and the past through narrative. They literally write themselves 
into the story through the inscription of narratives onto space. 

Space, then, is commonly infused with temporal signification. Further- 
more, these temporal qualities are linked to the cultural construction of 
history through individual and collective memories. The past is con- 
stantly being crafted by the present. Specific actions are inscribed within 
landscapes, and when the acts are repeated or the locale seen again by in- 
dividuals, the event from the past is recalled. Histories are created when 
past events are recalled and contextualized within the present. This said, 
it must be recognized that it is not a smooth, linear history that is embed- 
ded within these culturally constructed spaces. Instead, specific actions 
are engraved onto specific spaces with little thought to chronological or- 
der or sequence of events. These time/space junctures are expressed 
through a local aesthetic and style, rendering the composition meaning- 
ful within its social context and hence creating a powerful trope. 


Space, Power, and Poetics in Practice 


It is the relationship between representation—consisting of a literal mes- 
sage, an aesthetic, and a style—and power that is the principal focus of 
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the papers in this volume. Power, like aesthetics and style, can only be in- 
terpreted within a contextual environment, dependent upon the time, 
place, and individuals involved in the embodying communicative act 
(Hodder 1986, 1987, 1992). To best interpret the architectural programs of 
the central areas of various sites, it is critical to understand the nature of 
the contemporaneous public discourse, which serves as the foundation 
for the contextual environment. 

However, in order to develop an understanding of the public discourse, 
Mesoamerican scholars must attend to the details of the data. “Thick de- 
scriptions” of the available cultural data are imperative to establish a 
meaningful context and identify the predominant public discourses 
(Geertz 1973). These descriptions are especially important given that in- 
complete data sets are inherent to working with ancient societies. To 
demonstrate the fruitfulness of this approach we offer below a study of the 
cultural poetics of the central area of El Tajín. Although it is far from our in- 
tent to provide an exhaustive reading of the ceremonial center of this site, 
we do wish to point out certain fundamental characteristics of central Tajín 
that bear directly on the theoretical issues posed earlier in the essay. 


El Tajín 


The site of El Tajín was a major Epiclassic urban center on the northeast- 
ern fringes of Mesoamerica. During the Epiclassic period, the entire 
Mesoamerican political landscape was reshaped as the Classic centers 
and systems fell between 700-900 AD (Jiménez Moreno 1966; Diehl and 
Berlo 1989). New polities in previously marginal areas, such as El Tajín in 
north-central Veracruz, arose to fill the power vacuum, developing hy- 
brid, highly innovative art styles across Mesoamerica as their new urban 
spaces took shape. These art styles were deployed as part of a systematic 
program that also included performance and architecture, creating a le- 
gitimating space for the new ruling elites. 

The crucible of these legitimating strategies was the ceremonial center 
Of the city. The urban center was the principal place where Epiclassic po- 
litical power was proclaimed and enacted. The messages encoded here 
may be viewed as fundamental political texts used to produce legitimacy 
in this crucial transitional period in Mesoamerican history. Even though 
large-scale public displays of political power had been a part of the 
Mesoamerican political process since Olmec times, during the Epiclassic 
period these displays were a strategic imperative for individuals to se- 
cure and strengthen newly formulated social roles inside of burgeoning 
new polities. 


Figure 1.1 Site plan of El Tajín 
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The main stage set of this political theater at El Tajín is the Central 
Plaza (Figure 1.1). In the larger context of the site, the Central Plaza 
serves as the node for the groups of pyramids, plazas, and ballcourts that 
formed the lower ceremonial center. This public area is juxtaposed 
against Tajín Chico, an elevated area immediately to the north, where in- 
stead of ballcourts and pyramids, the architecture consists primarily of 
complex, multiroomed structures mounted on low bases (see Sarro, 
chapter 9 in this volume). Thus the major outdoor public spaces, such as 
the Central Plaza, are located in the lower area of the site, whereas the 
more private interior spaces, where smaller elite groups would have con- 
gregated, are situated in the upper area.® 

The remainder of this chapter will treat the archaeological evidence for 
a banner-raising ritual enacted in Tajín's Central Plaza. Representations 
of this ritual and its archaeological residue point to two different but re- 
lated audiences for the rite: one restricted and elite, the other more public 
and inclusive. As we will see, the elite context uses a prestige style and 
restricted interior space to communicate the hierarchy and legitimacy of 
the elite created by the rite. The more public version of the rite fore- 
grounds instead the inclusive nature of the rite and its polity-building ef- 
fects. Both of these messages draw on the fundamental legitimating 
power of the Snake Mountain trope, which formed the backdrop to both 
versions of the rite and its representations. 

Snake Mountain was a central Ancient Mesoamerican aesthetic trope 
that regulated the shape of various mythic narratives, rituals, and cere- 
monial centers. Linda Schele and Julia Guernsey Kappelman analyze 
both the shape and the history of this trope in their contribution to this 
volume (see chapter 2). A central element of this trope is the sacred 
mountain /pyramid at the center, often viewed as a place of cosmogony, 
and at the base of which are raised the war banners of the polity. As we 
will see, the creators of the Tajín central space used this trope to frame 
both the elite and more popular versions of the banner-raising sequence, 
allowing for both hierarchy and polity building under the aegis of a 
proper and deeply meaningful framing space. 

Dominating the Central Plaza is the most elaborately decorated monu- 
mental building at Tajín, the Pyramid of the Niches (Figure 1.2). The fa- 
cade of the building consists of a variant of the talud /tablero style archi- 
tecture seen throughout Mesoamerica and associated most closely with 
the great Classic site of Teotihuacan. Here the Teotihuacano rectangular 
framed tablero is replaced by a series of niches, giving the building an en- 
hanced sculptural quality through the intense chiaroscuro effects created 
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Figure 1.2 Pyramid of the Niches, El Tajín 


by the deep niches. This sculptural quality is amplified by the flying cor- 
nices, which surmount the niches, creating their own light/dark con- 
trasts while serving as the base for the long, sloping talud above. 

Many buildings at Tajín share this particular style of talud /tablero archi- 
tecture, a fact that led George Kubler (1973) to propose that this particular 
architectural profile is a marker of Tajín identity. Furthermore, he posited 
that the Mesoamerican talud /tablero profile, regardless of variant form or 
attached symbolism, serves as an index of sacred architecture throughout 
the region. Kubler's insights fit well with what we know of Tajín's architec- 
ture: Pyramids with important religious sanctuaries are often marked with 
the talud /niches/flying cornice combination, and this specific architec- 
tural style seems to be restricted to the region of north-central Veracruz 
and the adjacent Sierra de Puebla during the Epiclassic period.” 

Although the style is indigenous to sacred architecture at Tajín and has 
a regional distribution, no other building in this tradition combines the 
monumental size, refined finish, compositional complexity, and propor- 
tional balance of the Pyramid of the Niches. In this sense the building 
functions as the symbolic and aesthetic ground zero of monumental ar- 
chitecture at Tajín, based on the style and finish of the monument, in that, 
following Kubler, it communicates both "sacrality" and "Tajínness" more 
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forcefully than any other building at the site. Viewed from the vantage 
point of the history of religions or semiotics, these ideas may seem basic, 
but they become more important when considered in the light of the po- 
litical and social history of the site: Why this building, in this place, in 
this context? 

Given its aesthetic centrality, it is not surprising to recall that the Pyra- 
mid of the Niches serves as the anchor building of the central public rit- 
ual space at the site. The main stairway ascends from the Central Plaza 
side of the building, marking this space as the main orientation of the 
building. The two buildings that flank the Pyramid of the Niches (Struc- 
tures Two and Four; see Figure 1.1) each contain one sculpted relief panel 
that details rituals occurring in or associated with the Central Plaza. We 
will concentrate on one of these reliefs, the Structure Four Panel (Figure 
1.3), which defines the major ritual occurring in the Central Plaza itself. 
Framing the composition on either side are ritual attendants who inhabit 
water-associated toponyms. The focal point of the composition is the cen- 
tral group of two facing figures with a large ceremonial object rising be- 
tween them. This object rises from a turtle's carapace, through a low 
bench, to end capped by a roundel fringed with feathers and encircled by 
two serpents. I have shown elsewhere (Koontz 2001) that this central ob- 
ject is a war banner, similar to banners shown in ritual sequences de- 
scribed elsewhere at the site (Figure 1.4). Moreover, the central roundel of 
the Structure Four Panel is carved through the panel to create a hole in 
the piece, large enough for the placement of just such a banner, echoing 
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Figure 1.3 Structure Four Panel, El Tajín 
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Figure 1.4 War banner, El Tajín 


the use of the panel depicted in the scene itself. Thus the Structure Four 
Panel not only depicts a banner-raising ceremony but is itself the base for 
just such a ritual. 

The chief place for this banner ritual was the area fronting the adjacent 
Pyramid of the Niches. The archaeological remnants of this ritual are 
aligned along the base of the pyramid, mainly on the Central Plaza side, 
and consist of fifteen large cut stone blocks with holes of consistent diam- 
eter drilled into the center of the top face (Figure 1.5), comparable to the 
hole drilled into the central portion of the Structure Four Panel. These 
blocks served as the bases for the actual banner-raising ritual alluded to 
in the Structure Four Panel discussed above. 

For Ancient Mesoamericans, war banners were highly charged objects 
that were seen as emblematic of the polity or political division of the 
group (Bricker 1981:39; Hassig 1992; Freidel et al. 1993:293--336). The po- 
litical importance of the raising of these devices was fundamental, a 
point underscored at Tajín by their frequent representation and the im- 
portance given to other elements in the ritual, such as the banner base. 
Most important, the banner ritual was arranged around the central sa- 
cred mountain/pyramid of the site, the Pyramid of the Niches. A central 
sacred mountain with banners raised at its base echoes the shape of the 
fundamental Mesoamerican aesthetic trope—that of Snake Mountain— 
alluded to above (see Schele and Kappelman, chapter 2 in this volume). It 
is at the base of Snake Mountain that, according to Mexica myth and rit- 
ual, the first war was fought and won. The banners of the polity were 
brought together every year in celebration of that victory—a celebration 
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Figure 1.5 Bases of banners 


that cemented the alliances of various groups to the overarching Mexica 
polity (León-Portilla 1987). 

Yet the organization of this space and the ritual itself is not a transpar- 
ent enactment of this trope. The most important depiction of the ritual, 
found on the Structure Four Panel, was placed at the top of Structure 
Four, in the now-destroyed superstructure (García Payón 1973). The au- 
dience available to see this rendering, or experience the ritual raising of 
that particular banner, would have been small and elite, whereas the au- 
dience available to experience the actual raising of the numerous banners 
at the base of the Pyramid of the Niches would have been much larger. 
The construction of two different audiences for such a primordial ritual 
raises certain questions about the political uses of the rite. How were 
each of these related but discrete aspects of the banner-raising ritual ma- 
nipulated politically, and, perhaps more significantly, how did the de- 
ployment of the aesthetic trope denoting paradigmatic warfare help 
shape each of these political dramas? 


The Ritual of Raising the Banners 


The style used in the Structure Four Panel is typical of the fine low relief 
seen in important panels throughout Tajín. The use of strong double out- 
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lines in the carving, the heavy use of scroll forms, and the horror vacui of 
the composition all point to the Classic Veracruz style, defined most com- 
pletely by Tatiana Proskouriakoff (1954). Far from being the originator of 
this style, Tajín was a late participant, applying these formal traits that 
had accumulated a prestige currency in both monumental and portable 
art for centuries before the rise of the site.3 As noted above, the Structure 
Four Panel, like many low relief narrative scenes in the Classic Veracruz 
style at the site, was placed in a restricted, elite context, suggesting that 
the Classic Veracruz style itself framed specifically elite ritual contexts.? 
Thus the style itself becomes emblematic of the power and prestige of the 
Tajín elite. 

The iconography speaks to this same interest in the elite audience. The 
two central participants of the Structure Four Panel (Figure 1.3) are 
framed by one attendant figure each—not the masses of figures who take 
part in the banner-raising ceremony shown at the site and in the region.!? 
The two central figures are identified with insignia of the Tajín para- 
mount ruler: The figure on the left holds the sash and sacrificial knife 
seen elsewhere with the ruler, whereas the figure on the right wears a 
cape indicative of Tajín rulership, and he holds the same type of royal 
cloth sash in his right hand seen with the central figure on the left. This 
distillation of the event into its elite core would have resonated with the 
small audience massed to view the single banner raised there. 

The elite version of the banner rite occurred in the restrictive space at 
the summit of Structure Four with an elite-centered iconography ex- 
pressed through the prestige Classic Veracruz style. Below, in the more 
popular space of the Central Plaza, the banner stones are left as undeco- 
rated, massive prismatic blocks. Instead of the focus on one banner, the 
Central Plaza was the place of display of the entire array of primary ban- 
ners of the polity. The frame given these banners was not the elite narra- 
tive carving of the Structure Four Panel but the massive bulk of the Pyra- 
mid of the Niches, which formed the backdrop to the ceremony for the 
participants gathered in the Central Plaza. Instead of the focus on ruler- 
ship and hierarchy, the Central Plaza proclaims the inclusion of polity 
groups under the aegis of the central emblem of the Tajín polity, the Pyra- 
mid of the Niches itself. The meaning and layout of this building, in turn, 
participated in the Mesoamerican aesthetic trope of Snake Mountain. In 
other words, the Central Plaza banner ritual is played out in two differ- 
ent spaces, for two different audiences. Above, in the sanctuary atop 
Structure Four, the restricted space of the highest ranking members, with 
its accompanying prestige style as frame and the message of legitimate 
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hierarchy. Below, the inclusion of the major polity groups under the aegis 
of the personification of the sacred Tajín Snake Mountain with its inclu- 
sive, polity-building message. Both are framed by the overarching legiti- 
macy supplied by the Snake Mountain aesthetic trope, which would 
have resonated with most if not all levels of society as well as outside 
forces active in the power structures of the polity. 

This political strategy must be seen in the context of Epiclassic 
Mesoamerica, with its rise of new political centers, intensified elite com- 
petition, and syncretic languages of power. The Tajín strategy reveals an 
elite that is at once trying to proclaim their difference and legitimate their 
claims to hierarchical order, although the larger public proclamation 
omits these narratives of hierarchy and concentrates on the massing of the 
major groups at El Tajín. In each case, a particular variation of the funda- 
mental aesthetic trope was foregrounded in order to convey the rightness 
and power of the message. In the case of the restricted elite context, the 
elaborate decoration in the Classic Veracruz style frames the raising of the 
equally elaborate single banner under the aegis of the highest ranking 
Tajín figures. In the case of the lower Central Plaza rite, multiple banners 
are framed by the emblem of the polity itself, the Pyramid of the Niches, 
which is an example of an even more fundamental Mesoamerican trope, 
that of the central sacred mountain with a banner raised at its base.!! 

It is important to note just what is at stake in the analytic strategy 
above, where not only are key Mesoamerican- and Tajín-specific tropes 
identified, but further, the context of their deployment is associated with 
particular social and political goals that targeted different groups. Thus 
the tropes, which are structuring principles of any effective communica- 
tion, become political tools for a particular group's self-interested procla- 
mations. It is here that ideals of beauty or rightness intersect with politi- 
cal machinations through public proclamations. This intersection is 
analogous to Marshall Sahlins's "structure of the conjuncture" (1985) 
cited above, where the conjunction of the structuring aesthetic trope and 
the contingent historical circumstances produce statements that proclaim 
both indigenous ideals of correctness and the realities of political power. 
Style is used to differentiate groups and reiterate group identity, as in the 
use of the Classic Veracruz scroll style to elaborate an elite vision of the 
banner-raising ceremony and in the use of the formal niche element to 
emphasize a ceremony uniting the entire Tajín polity. In this example, 
more than a simple mechanism to create polity identity, the power of this 
aesthetic trope was channeled to effect both social unification and the 
reification of hierarchy. 
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Notes 


1. "chaque methode peut étre choisie en fonction des circonstances, c'est, en 
derniére analyse, parce qu'elles son substituables l'une á l'autre." The earlier 
analyses of Lévi-Strauss that attempted to undo the relationship between myth 
and poetics must be understood in the context of his project that shows myth out- 
strips any single performance: "Its [myth's] substance does not lie in its style, its 
original music, or its syntax, but in the story which it tells" (Lévi-Strauss 1963: 
210). Thus myth is a sort of metalanguage or pure narrative that is not dependent 
on any single performance. The latter would inevitably call into question the po- 
etics of that performance, which the author was not willing to admit as a crucial 
analytical element at the time. His work with Jakobson cited above is an express 
attempt to reintegrate poetics into the structuralist analytical framework. This 
would be a rather minor footnote in the history of interpretive strategies were it 
not for the profound influence of structuralist modes of thought on anthropology 
in general and Mesoamerican iconography and epigraphy in particular. 

2. This crucial point stems from the insight that all cultural materials, and not 
just textual materials, have a communicative component which is structured so 
that it may be decoded by others. In this way abstract designs, common ceramics, 
ritual acts, architecture, and other everyday objects and actions that may not at 
first glance be seen to participate in oral or literary discourses are encoded 
(“texted”) with meaning. 

3. Leach models his relationship between aesthetics and ethics upon that pro- 
posed by Ludwig Wittgenstein (1922) in Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. In this 
book, Wittgenstein proposes a relationship between art and ethics which he later 
summarizes in the following quote: "The work of art is the object seen sub specie 
aeternitatis; and the good life is the world seen sub specie aeternitatis. This is the 
connection between art and ethics." (Wittgenstein 1966). 

4. Benjamin's definition of the dialectic image is founded in a late nineteenth- 
century perspective that encodes all struggles as being between two opposing so- 
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cial forces in a very concrete external manner. We reorient the conflict, suggesting 
that the tension is internal, located completely within the image. 

5. This struggle is external and not embodied by the image but can include the 
representation as an agent. The conflict fundamentally involves the question of 
who controls the meaning produced by any cultural act and, consequently, the 
power in any relationship (cf. Foucault 1981:114-115). 

6. The exception to the intimate interior spaces of Tajín Chico is found in the 
huge enclosed court attached to the Mound of the Building Columns complex. 

7. Especially important in this regard is the Sierra de Puebla site of 
Yohualichan (Palacios 1926). 

8. For example, on the decoration of the Subterraneos at Teotihuacan and on 
the Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent at Xochicalco, as well as numerous portable 
Objects from various regions of Mesoamerica which may be dated well before the 
rise of Tajín. See Stark (1975) and Proskouriakoff (1971:559-60) for discussions of 
the antiquity of this style. 

9. The important exception to this observation may be the two decorated ball- 
courts, although these too were certainly restricted elite contexts when compared 
with the plaza spaces. 

10. For Tajín, see the banner-raising ceremony depicted on Mound of the Build- 
ing Columns Sculptures 5 and 8 (Koontz 1994). For regional depictions, see the 
contemporary mural program found at Las Higueras (Sánchez Bonilla 1993). 

11. See Schele and Kappelman, chapter 2 in this volume, for a discussion of the 
time depth of the mountain/banner trope. As these authors point out, the foun- 
dational myth of the Late Postclassic Mexica, which centered around a Snake 
Mountain with banner (León-Portilla 1987; Matos Moctezuma 1987), has analogs 
that reach at least to the Late Preclassic period in the Maya area (Reese 1996). This 
suggests that the trope is a widespread template for creating legitimate 
Mesoamerican urban space. 
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Myth and Context 


Mesoamerican peoples throughout time viewed the shape and rhythm of 
the universe through the narrative of creation, played out in the move- 
ments of the sun, constellations, and planets in the sky. As a reflection 
back to the heavens from the Earth, they also structured the shape of 
their cities—and the very patterns of their civilized life—according to 
specific mythological narratives of primordial power. This chapter ex- 
plores how one of these myths, that of Tollan, or “place of the reeds,” was 
used to structure the aesthetics of space and form from the Formative 
through the Postclassic periods. Through this mythic framework, each 
site defined itself as a place of great civilization where the arts and good 
government flourished and where the right to rule and perform acts of 
warfare and sacrifice were divinely sanctioned.? 

In order to understand the nature and time depth of these structuring 
mythologies, one must first turn to the great Aztec creation and migration 
stories in which these narratives are most fully elaborated. In particular, 
the legend of Coatépec, or “Snake Mountain,” was interwoven with the 
myth of Tollan into the migration epic of the Aztecs. Although identified 
in the migration story as two stops along the journey, the locations of Tol- 
lan and Coatépec were more than just that. As Elizabeth Boone (1991) 
demonstrated, these locations and the movement of people through them 
were part of a ritual performance that not only transformed space and 
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charged it with social and ideological significance but legitimized the rule 
of those who structured their sacred spaces according to its design.? 

As with the myth of Tollan, that of Coatépec takes various forms in the 
Central Mexican sources, which range from pictorial codices such as the 
Codex Boturini to such chronicles as those of Sahagün, Durán, and Tezo- 
zomoc.* Certain consistent themes appear in each of the various versions 
of the Coatépec myth, however, and concern the establishment of sacred 
space and the divine mandate to make war and to perform sacrifice. 
Moreover, these themes are found throughout Mesoamerican history, 
suggesting that the basic structure of Snake Mountain was a central 
Mesoamerican aesthetic trope with enormous time depth.5 

As illustrated in the pages of the Codex Boturini (Figure 2.1), the Aztecs 
left their island homeland of Aztlan in the year 1 Flint and canoed across the 
lake to Culhuacan where they erected a crude temple to their patron deity 
Huitzilopochtli (Boone 1991:125-127). Eight groups, each identified by a 
house, a seated leader, and a name sign, left together on this great migration 
journey. Also accompanying them were four tribal leaders, or god-bearers, 
one of whom carried on his back an image of Huitzilopochtli in the form of 
a mummy bundle and wearing a hummingbird helmet (Figure 2.2). 


Figure 2.1 Codex Boturini, page 1, detail. The Aztecs leave Aztlan. 
Drawing by Kappelman after Codex Boturini (1964) 
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Continuing on their journey to Tenochti- 
tlán, where they would ultimately estab- 
lish their state and capital city, the Aztecs 
next stopped at a location named 
Chocayan, the “place of tears.” From there 
they proceeded immediately to the place 
called Coatépec, or “Snake Mountain,” 
that Sahagún (1950-1982, Book 3:1) tells us 
was very near Tollan (Figure 2.3). Page 6 of 
the Boturini reveals that the Aztecs spent 
28 years at Coatépec (Boone 1991:Figure 
8.5). Adjacent to the sign which names the 
year 2 Reed is the symbol for New Fire, 
which indicates that, in the year 2 Reed, 
the Aztecs celebrated the beginning of a 
new 52-year cycle. 

The Codex Azcatitlan provides even more 
detailed information about the events that 


Figure 2.2 Codex transpired at Coatépec (Figure 2.4). As it il- 
Boturini, page 2, detail. lustrates, and as we also learn from such 
God-bearer with sources as Bernardino de Sahagún (1950- 
Huitzilopochtli bundle. 1982, Book 3:1-5), Diego Durán (1967, Vol- 


Drawing by Kappelman after ¡me 2:218), Hernando Alvarado Tezo- 
Codex Batu EH) zomoc (1975, 1980), and Juan de Torque- 

mada (1975-1979), the Aztecs built a temple 
on top of Snake Mountain for their patron god Huitzilopochtli during 
their stay at Coatépec. In the Codex Azcatitlan one can see the humanmade 
temple built on top of the mountain that is labeled cohuatep, “snake moun- 
tain," and which is rendered with projecting serpent heads. 

According to Tezozomoc, Huitzilopochtli then built at the base of the 
mountain a ballcourt, in the center of which he placed a hole called an it- 
zompan or "skull place" (1980:227-229). Following Huitzilopochtli's in- 
structions, the Aztecs dammed up the itzompan in order to create a “Well 
of Water." This Well of Water formed a lake at the base of Coatépec, 
making the surrounding landscape fertile and providing the Aztecs with 
the water necessary for the cultivation of plants and with freshwater 
creatures of all kinds. This description of Coatépec is echoed in the 
Codex Tovar (Figure 2.5), in which the hill is clearly labeled as Snake 
Mountain by the coiled serpent although water, fish, and reeds surround 
its base. 
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Figure 2.3 Codex Boturini, 
page 5, detail. Coatépec. 
Drawing by Kappelman 

after Codex Boturini (1964) 


Figure 2.4 Codex 
Azcatitlan, page 11. 
Huitzilopochtli armed for 
battle at Coatépec. 
Drawing by Daniela epstein 
after Codex Azcatitlan (1949) 


Sahagün (1950-1982, Book 3:2) recounts that a faction of the migrating 
Aztecs, called the Centzon Huitznahua or "Four Hundred Southerners,” 
decided that they wanted to stay in this fine location, thereby ending the 
migration and establishing their capital at Coatépec. This greatly angered 
Huitzilopochtli, who came down from his mountain armed for war. The 
Codex Azcatitlan (Figure 2.4) captures this moment and simultaneously 
presents the narrative in two different ways. At the top of the temple on 
Coatépec, Huitzilopochtli is posed for battle in his war costume with 


What the Heck's Coatépec? 33 


Figure 2.5 Coatépec. 


Drawing by Kappelman after the Codex Tovar 
in Matos Moctezuma (1988:Figure 17) 


hummingbird helmet, lance, and shield. At the same time, one sees be- 
low the smaller temple that is labeled xiuhcohuatl oncatemoc, which means 
“there descended the xiuhcoatl, or ‘fire serpent,’ the weapon of 
Huitzilopochtli” (León-Portilla 1978:82). 

Tezozomoc (1980:229) then describes in his version of the story that 
Huitzilopochtli surrounded the Four Hundred Southerners and their 
older sister, a goddess named Coyolxauhqui. Huitzilopochtli killed Coy- 
olxauhqui in the ballcourt at midnight, destroyed the Four Hundred 
Southerners, and ate their hearts. Having done this, he demolished the 
dam in the Well of Water, causing it to dry up and forcing the Aztecs to 
resume their migration. 

In an alternative version of the myth told by Sahagún (1950-1982, Book 
3:1-5), upon arriving at Coatépec the Aztecs found Coatlicue, the mother 
of Huitzilopochtli, living there. One day, while Coatlicue was sweeping 
the temple on Coatépec, a ball of feathers floated down from the sky. 
Tucking it into her waistband, she conceived Huitzilopochtli. Her other 
children, Coyolxauhqui and the Four-Hundred Southerners, were out- 
raged by their mother's pregnancy and decided to kill her and her child. 
However, warned of the children's plot, Huitzilopochtli emerged fully 
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Figure 2.6 Coatlicue gives 
birth to Huitzilopochtli, from 
the Florentine Codex. 


Drawing by Kappelman after 
Sahagún (1950-1982:Book 3, Figure 1) 


adult from Coatlicue, armed for war with his xiuhcoatl and shield. An im- 
age from Sahagún (Figure 2.6) depicts the miraculous birth of 
Huitzilopochtli from his mother Coatlicue, or “Serpent Skirt,” armed for 
battle with his shield, lance, and xiuhcoatl. 

Huitzilopochtli then decapitated and mutilated his sister Coyolx- 
auhqui at the summit of Coatépec and threw her body down the side of 
the mountain. He also attacked and destroyed his brothers, the Four 
Hundred Southerners. As in the other version of the story, the events that 
transpired at Coatépec ultimately forced the Aztecs to leave Snake 
Mountain and resume their migration. Even more importantly, the 
events at Coatépec engendered two primary directives: the first, a divine 
mandate for acts of war and sacrifice; the second, a paradigm for the con- 
struction of sacred space that included Snake Mountain, a ballcourt at its 
base, and a place of sacrifice. Both of these are conceptualized in the 
Codex Azcatitlan (Figure 2.4): The imagery portrays the sacred geography 
of Snake Mountain while also referencing the acts of paradigmatic war 
and sacrifice that occurred within that setting. 

This paradigm for the construction of sacred space that the Coatépec 
myth provided was translated into the human-built landscape. For the 
Aztecs, this was eloquently manifested at the Templo Mayor in Tenochti- 
tlán, their capital and the destination of their migration journey. The 
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Figure 2.7 The Templo Mayor 
from Durán's Historia de las 
Indias de Nueva España. 


Drawing by Kappelman after 
Matos Moctezuma (1988:Figure 59) 


Templo Mayor was a twin temple structure whose shrines were devoted 
to the rain deity Tlaloc and to Huitzilopochtli (Figure 2.7). As Richard 
Townsend (1982) and Eduardo Matos Moctezuma (1984, 1987) discussed, 
the pyramid was a synthesis of “Snake Mountain” or Coatépec on the 
Huitzilopochtli side, and the “Mountain of Sustenance” or Tonacatepetl 
on the Tlaloc side. The Aztecs also referred to the Templo Mayor in its en- 
tirety as Coatépec (Broda 1987:77). 

Confirming this identification of the Templo Mayor as Coatépec are the 
serpents that decorate the bases of the balustrades and those that undu- 
late across the frontal platform (Matos Moctezuma 1988:Figures 44, 45, 
108, 109). The Templo Mayor was, as in the image from the Codex Azcatit- 
lan, the human-built version of Snake Mountain. Moreover, the construc- 
tion and conceptual organization of the Templo Mayor dramatically il- 
lustrates the paradigms articulated in the Coatépec myth (León-Portilla 
1978; Matos Moctezuma 1984). 

At the base of the platform on Huitzilopochtli's side of the Templo 
Mayor, in Phase IVb that dates roughly to the 1460s, a round stone de- 
picting Coyolxauhqui with a severed head and mutilated limbs was ex- 
cavated. The context and placement of this sculpture at the base of the 
temple stairway corresponded exactly to the Coatépec myth in which 
Huitzilopochtli emerged fully adult from his mother's womb, killed and 
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sacrificed his sister, and hurled her body down the temple stairs in the 
first act of paradigmatic war and sacrifice. In addition, the eight standard 
bearers who reclined at the bottom of the stairway to Huitzilopochtli's 
shrine in Stage III of the Templo Mayor may have represented the Four 
Hundred Southerners and their mythic defeat at the base of Coatépec 
(Matos Moctezuma 1988:73, Plate IX). Even more likely, the standard 
bearers functioned as banner stones, holding the flags that were erected 
at the base of Coatépec during festivals celebrating the victory of 
Huitzilopochtli. 

The Aztec seasonal festival of Panquetzalitzli re-created the myth of 
Coatépec and the paradigmatic acts of war and sacrifice performed by 
Huitzilopochtli (León-Portilla 1978:50-61; Nicholson 1985; Matos 
Moctezuma 1987:200, 1991:21; Koontz 1994:35-38) Both Sahagün 
(1950-1982, Book 2:145-148) and Durán (1967) record that during the 
month of Panquetzalitzli, a Huitzilopochtli impersonator descended 
from the Templo Mayor, carrying his xiuhcoatl, while prisoners were sac- 
rificed as representatives of the Four Hundred Southerners. As part of 
the performance, the paradigmatic ballcourt sacrifice that Huitzilopochtli 
performed in the Coatépec myth was also reenacted. According to Sa- 
hagün's Primero Memoriales/ the ballcourt in which this sacrifice was per- 
formed was directly across from the Templo Mayor, analogous to its posi- 
tion in the Coatépec myth. In addition, as part of the Panquetzalitzli 
ceremony, battle banners were raised at the base of Coatépec, recalling 
the positioning of the standard bearers at the base of the stairs of the 
Templo Mayor. These banners defined the foot of Coatépec as the place of 
banner raising, ballcourt sacrifice, and war. Furthermore, rituals such as 
that of Panquetzalitzli, as Carrasco (1987) and Boone (1991) observed, 
transcended temporality and invoked a mythology of origins and char- 
ter. For the Aztecs, the mythological events that took place at Coatépec 
were not just frozen in the past but regularly reenacted in constant reval- 
idation of the divine sanction to perform acts of war and human sacrifice. 
This notion is eloquently expressed, once again, in the image from the 
Codex Azcatitlan (Figure 2.4). There, the xiuhcoatl bears on its back the bat- 
tle banner that will mark the base of Coatépec. This image perfectly sum- 
marizes the paradigmatic nature of the Coatépec myth and its translation 
into human landscape and ritual. 

The narrative of Coatépec, as part of the origin mythology of the 
Aztecs, provided a conceptual model that mandated the organization of 
sacred space around a Snake Mountain and a ballcourt of sacrifice in 
which paradigmatic acts of warfare and sacrifice were performed. It also 
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provided the supernatural validation for political and cosmological au- 
thority5 These themes were not limited to the Aztecs, however, but were 
fundamental ideals for the conceptualization of sacred space and politi- 
cal charter across Mesoamerica, from the Formative throughout the Post- 
classic periods. 


The Structures of Myth 


At the 1941 conference on Tollan, Jiménez Moreno (1941) argued that the 
original Tollan for the Aztecs—or the mythic Tollan of Quetzalcoatl—cor- 
responded to the archaeological site of Tula, Hidalgo.? Since then, numer- 
ous scholars (Davies 1977; Carrasco 1982; Heyden 1983; Umberger 1987a; 
Florescano 1994) have demonstrated that the term “Tollan,” which comes 
from the Aztec word tule meaning “reed,” or "place of the reeds,” was 
used metaphorically by the Aztecs to designate places of great gover- 
nance and civilization, including their own capital of Tenochtitlán, as 
well as the sites of Tula, Hidalgo, and Cholula, Puebla. Likewise, the 
Aztecs used the term "Toltec" to refer not only to the original inhabitants 
of the legendary Tollan but to great artisans and artists in general.!? 
However, David Stuart (1994) recently demonstrated that the Maya 
also used the term "place of the reeds," which is pult in Mayan, to refer 
specifically to the site of Teotihuacan (Figure 2.8). This fact is particularly 
important because it demonstrates that the concept of a Tollan, or "place 
of the reeds," was in place long before the Aztecs entered the Valley of 
Mexico or encountered the site of Tula, Hidalgo. It also demonstrates that 
the Maya believed that certain sites, such as Teotihuacan, represented 
great places of learning and conceptually symbolized a "place of the 


Figure 2.8 Maya puh or "reed" glyphs 
from (a) Tikal, Temple 1, Lintel 2; and 
(b) Tikal Stela 31. 

Drawings by Kappelman after Stuart (1994:Figure 8) 
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Figure 2.9 Teotihuacan, Temple of the Feathered Serpent, detail of facade. 
Drawing by Kappelman after a drawing by Barbara Page in Coggins (1993:Figure 2) 


reeds” where the sacred geography of Coatépec was manifested. At 
Teotihuacan, this concept of Coatépec was given architectural and sculp- 
tural form in the Temple of the Feathered Serpent. The facade of the 
structure is covered with images of a feathered serpent who bursts forth 
from the supernatural realm through petaled mirror portals and bears on 
its back a mosaic headdress, a symbol of warfare and political legitimacy 
at Teotihuacan (Figure 2.9) (Sugiyama 1989; Taube 1992). 

Nonetheless, the concept of Tollan predates even Teotihuacan and has 
a time depth that stretches back into the Formative period (Schele and 
Mathews 1998:38). In other words, Teotihuacan was indeed a Tollan, but 
not the original one. The concepts of Tollan and Coatépec were in place 
in the Maya lowlands by at least the Late Formative period and, remark- 
ably, were manifested in much the same manner as they would be at the 
Templo Mayor a millennium later. The Late Formative Maya erected 
Snake Mountains as part of the sacred geography of Tollan, as the place 
where the patron gods were born and as places of creation, foundation, 
and legitimatization. 

For instance, the facade of Structure H-X-Sub 3 in Group H at Waxac- 
tun contains masks more than twenty-five feet tall that depict, at the bot- 
tom, a cleft mountain monster (Figure 2.10). Foliation grows out of the 
mountain monster’s head on either side: It is an image of Sustenance 
Mountain, one of the great locations of creation. In the Popol Vuh and 
other Maya myths, Sustenance Mountain was the place where the gods 
or their assistants journeyed to retrieve maize for the first humans. Much 
later, the Aztecs called this same mountain Tonacatepetl, and it was rep- 
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Figure 2.10 Waxaktun, Structure H-X-Sub 3, 
detail of facade. Drawing by Schele 


resented on the Tlaloc side of the Templo Mayor. At Waxaktun, Suste- 
nance Mountain rests in water that contains sharks and represents the 
primordial sea, in which Sustenance Mountain floats (Freidel et al. 
1993:139—140). 

Above the cleft mountain is another humanmade mountain. In the 
mouth of this mountain is a frontal face that represents a little god with a 
mirror in its mouth. Nikolai Grube and Linda Schele identified this little 
god as the head variant for the glyph tzuk, which they read as "partition" 
(1991). This partitioning referred to the primordial acts of creation in 
which the divisions of the Earth, sky, sea, and, in this case, the kingdom 
of Waxactun itself were established (Freidel et al. 1993:140). Even more 
important, on either side of the mountain monster's mouth, one can see 
that a vision serpent penetrates it: This human-built mountain is specifi- 
cally marked with a snake that identifies it as Coatépec. Thus, the two fa- 
cade masks of Structure H-X-Sub 3 identify it as a Late Formative confla- 
tion of Snake Mountain and Sustenance Mountain. 

The same repertoire of motifs, although inverted, also appears at Tikal 
on Structure 5D-33-2nd, which dates to the early sixth century (Figure 
2.11) (Coe 1990:510). The bottom half of the personified mountain is bi- 
sected by a vision serpent that marks it as a representation of Snake 
Mountain. Kernels of maize spill forth from its cleft top, explicitly identi- 
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Figure 2.11 Tikal Structure 5D-33-2nd, detail of 


facade. Drawing by Schele 


Figure 2.12 Toniná Monument 106. 
Drawing by Mark Van Stone after lan Graham 
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fying it as Sustenance Mountain. As at Waxaktun, the facade in its en- 
tirety is a synthesis of Snake and Sustenance Mountains. In fact, this con- 
flation of Snake and Sustenance Mountains at both Waxaktun and Tikal 
anticipates the Templo Mayor at Tenochtitlán, with its twin temples of 
Coatépec and Tonacatepetl. Yet more important for this argument, these 
Late Formative and Early Classic versions from the central Peten demon- 
strate the time depth of this archetypal form." 

Monument 106 from Toniná confirms the perseverance of this symbol 
system into the Early Classic period (Figure 2.12). A ruler is seated in pro- 
file on a version of Snake Mountain that compares closely to that of Tikal 
Structure 5D-33-2nd, where serpents also penetrated the earflares in a 
common motif. At Toniná, it is important to emphasize that the ruler sits 
directly upon Snake Mountain: He is enthroned at one of the principal lo- 
cations of creation, where patron gods were born and where political and 
cosmological authority was divinely sanctioned. 

These same ideas were also expressed in the E Group at Waxaktun on 
the mask program of Late Formative Structure E-Sub-VII, a radial, or 
four-directional, pyramid (Ricketson and Ricketson 1937:Figure 33). The 
radial symmetry and four stairways of this structure were deliberate: 
“Four” in Maya is kan, and kan also means snake. Thus a radial pyramid 
was, literally, a kan witz, or “snake mountain.” This Waxaktun E-Group 
and its symbolic design became the prototype for E-Groups across the 
Maya region and one of the archetypal structures for the representation 
of Snake Mountain (Schele and Mathews 1998:180). 

The iconography of Structure E-Sub-VII reinforces these ideas. The 
pyramid has two levels of masks on all four sides, whereas the principal 
east facade has a third set of masks flanking the stairs (Ricketson and 
Ricketson 1937:Figure 37). The masks along the base depict snakes (Fig- 
ure 2.13) and explicitly label E-Sub-VII as Snake Mountain. The middle 
register of masks depicts versions of Sustenance Mountain (Figure 2.14). 
This connection is clearly evinced on Mask 9 where maize kernels are 


Figure 2.13 Waxaktun Structure 
E-Sub-VH, detail of snake on 
bottom tier of facade. 


Drawing by Kappelman after Ricketson 
and Ricketson (1937:Figure 39) 
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Figure 2.14 Waxaktun Structure 
E-Sub-VII, detail of Sustenance 
Mountain masks on middle tier of 
facade. Drawing by Kappelman after 
Ricketson and Ricketson (1937:Figure 42) 


contained within the forehead of the zoomorphic creature. The other 
masks on the middle register also reference Sustenance Mountain 
through various vegetal or foliage elements (Ricketson and Ricketson 
1937:Figures 42-47). On the principal facade, a third register of masks de- 
picts the Principal Bird Deity (Ricketson and Ricketson 1937:Figures 49 
and 50). 

When viewed as a whole, the conceptual program of Waxaktun E-Sub- 
VII centered around a vision of Snake Mountain rising from the swampy 
waters, as indicated by the snakes on the bottom registers. This imagery 
foreshadows much later representations of Coatépec that depict Snake 
Mountain with water surrounding its base (Figure 2.5) and anticipates 
the vivid descriptions of Hernando Alvarado Tezozomoc (1980:227-229) 
of the waters that then flowed from the ifzompan in the ballcourt at the 
base of Coatépec. 

These same paradigms for the organization of sacred space and sym- 
bolic vocabulary of monuments—well in place in the Maya region by at 
least the Late Formative period—also persevered into the Late Classic 
period at such sites as Dzibilchaltun. The House of the Seven Dolls, lo- 
cated in the eastern plaza of the settlement, dates to the Late Classic pe- 
riod, 600-750 AD (Andrews and Andrews 1980:82; Figures 83 and 89). E. 
W. Andrews IV and E. W. Andrews V (1980:82-127) and Clemency Cog- 
gins (1983:37-41) noted the similarities between the House of the Seven 
Dolls, a radial structure, and Waxaktun Structure E-Sub-VII and also 
commented upon the affinities between the House of the Seven Dolls and 
E-Groups from the central Peten. 

The iconography of the entablature of the House of the Seven Dolls, as 
Coggins (1983:26, 36; Figures 8 and 10) pointed out, is that of the primor- 
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dial sea, bound by corner masks that depict Chaks at the four corners of 
the world. As Linda Schele, Nikolai Grube, and Erik Boot (1998:414—415) 
observed, the central tower of the House of the Seven Dolls, rising as it 
does from this watery repertoire, represents Sustenance Mountain rising 
from the depths of the primordial sea. Moreover, the snakes that decorate 
the upper portion of the structure also mark it as Snake Mountain, once 
again conflated with its mythic counterpart Sustenance Mountain. The 
House of the Seven Dolls at Dzibilchaltun was clearly a place of creation 
that echoed the very sacred and old architectural forms of the Peten, 
where some of the most ancient examples of Sustenance Mountain and 
Snake Mountain were built. 

The significance of this structure and its form becomes even clearer 
when considered in light of the Chilam Balam texts. As Schele et al. 
(1998:412) noted, the Chilam Balam of Chumayel (Roys 1933) describes an 
assembly of lords that was held at a site called Ichkaansiho. Ichkaansiho, 
or Tiho, is an ancient name for Mérida and also appears within the hiero- 
glyphic text of Dzibilchaltun St. 19. The text names the ruler portrayed as 
a "chak, or corner tree ... Holy [lord] of ???-Kan-Ti-Ho" (Schele et al. 
1998:414, 429) and ends with an emblem glyph. Schele et al. (1998:414, 
429) suggested that this text may give the original source for the ancient 
names of Ichkaansiho and Tiho for Mérida. 

The Chilam Balam of Chumayel also relates that, at this site of Ichkaan- 
siho, or Dzibilchaltun, the assemblage of lords established the confeder- 
acy of the Itzá. Thus the founding of the Itzá alliance was staged within 
the landscape of creation that depicted Sustenance and Snake Mountains 
rising from the primordial sea. Moreover, the E-Group arrangement and 
radial pyramid employed at Dzibilchaltun resonated with foundation 
and dynastic symbolism and legitimated the fledgling Itzá alliance by 
referencing the very acts of creation (Schele et al. 1998:414—415). 

The design of the House of the Seven Dolls at Dzibilchaltun also antic- 
ipates the form of the Castillo at Chichén Itzá, another radial pyramid. In 
fact, Schele and Mathews (1998:204-205) suggested that when the Itzá 
first migrated to Chichén that one of their initial tasks was to create and 
physically document the supernatural charter for their political power. 
To accomplish this task, they embarked on one of the most ambitious 
building and sculptural programs in Mesoamerican history, which in- 
cluded their version of Snake Mountain that, like the one at Dzibilchal- 
tun, echoed the same archetypal form. 

Large serpent heads lie at the base of the balustrades on the northern 
side of the Castillo. On the evening of the vernal and autumnal equinox, 
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the stepped terraces of this pyramid 
cast triangular shadows across the 
northeast balustrade wall, manifesting 
a diamond pattern that resembles the 
body of a giant rattlesnake (see Miller 
1996:Figure 149). This construction 
was the Chichén version of Snake 
Mountain, the place of origin, founda- 
tion, and legitimization. 

This same idea is expressed on an in- 
terior column in the Lower Temple of 
the Jaguar at Chichén (Figure 2.15). The 
sides of the column depict four ver- 
sions of the old god Pawatun, the fa- 
ther of the Maize God and the grandfa- 
ther of the Hero Twins, standing on a 
personified mountain monster with a 
cleft head (Schele and Mathews 
1998:212). Plant stalks emerge from the 
mountain monster's eyes and become 
waterlily pads on which fish nibble and 
birds and turtles frolic: It is an image of 
the cleft Mountain of Sustenance float- 
ing in the primordial sea. Furthermore, 
a snake emerges from the cleft and un- 
dulates up behind the old god. The en- 
tirety represents the union of Snake 
Mountain and Sustenance Mountain 
once again, here supporting the father 
of the Maize God. 

Although the Late Formative an- 
tecedents for the conflation of Snake 
and Sustenance Mountains are well 
documented, so too are the Formative 
roots for the articulation of paradig- 
matic warfare within the sacred land- 
scape, specifically through the raising 
of battle banners at the base of 
Coatépec. At the site of Cerros, Belize, 
Snake Mountain was manifested in the 
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Figure 2.15 Chichén Itza, 
Lower Temple of the 
Jaguar, interior column. 
Drawing by Schele 
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Figure 2.16 Cerros Structure 6 platform showing 
location of battle banner at base of stairs. 
Drawing by Kathryn Reese-Taylor 


form of the elaborate Structure 6 Complex (Figure 2.16) (Reese 1996; 
Schele and Mathews 1998:331, n.24). The architectural complex consists 
of eight structures, situated in the cardinal and intercardinal directions, 
that ring the top of a large truncated platform. Structure 6B, the largest of 
the group, sat at the apex of the platform (Reese 1996). 

Two large stucco masks originally adorned the tiers of Structure 6B, 
and David Freidel (1986) argued that they were terminated at the time of 
the abandonment of the civic center. All that remains on the upper tier is 
a twisted cord motif. On the bottom tier, a snakehead is visible adjacent 
to the now-eroded main mask (Figure 2.17). The snake sits at the base of 
the mask and appears to emerge from the remnants of a mouth or chin 
strap (Reese 1996). The iconography of Structure 6B, in which serpents 
emerge from the maws of zoomorphic masks, recalls that of Waxaktun 
H-X-Sub 3 and also anticipates Early Classic versions of Coatépec. 

Perhaps even more interesting, however, is the banner stone that was 
placed at the base of the truncated platform of Structure 6A (Figure 2.16) 
(Reese 1996). The large, rectangular banner stone sat on a low-lying stone 
platform and contained circular holes that appear to have been deliber- 
ately cut into the rock.!? The presence of this banner stone at the base of 
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Figure 2.17 Cerros Structure 6B facade. 
Drawing from Freidel (1986) 


the main platform of Structure 6 explicitly associates the public space of 
this complex with warfare (Reese 1996). It also archaeologically docu- 
ments, during the Late Formative period, the basic organization of sacred 
space in which a banner stone was placed at the base of Coatépec. More- 
over, this fundamental structure for the articulation of divinely sanc- 
tioned warfare would persevere in Mesoamerica through the Postclassic 
period, as manifested at the Templo Mayor and through rituals such as 
that of Panquetzalitzli, in which battle banners were raised at the base of 
Coatépec in recreation of the first mythic acts of warfare and sacrifice. 
The entire complex of Structure 6 at Cerros, by adhering to a mythic par- 
adigm for the organization of sacred space, successfully provided a the- 
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ater in which warfare and sacrifice were supernaturally ordained and 
sanctified. 

In conclusion, whereas the fundamental structuring principles of 
Snake and Sustenance Mountains can be traced from the Late Formative 
period through the Postclassic period with a consistency and duration of 
form that is truly remarkable, the origin of these paradigms is even more 
ancient. It is, in fact, founded in the physical geography of the Olmec 
heartland (Schele and Mathews 1998:39—40). In the Olmec region, the 
sudden, jutting volcanoes of the Tuxtla Mountains dramatically interrupt 
the swampy, lowland environment. There are no real slopes or foothills 
in this region, just an abrupt shift from marshy areas filled with reeds to 
tall volcanic peaks. 

Certainly the Olmecs themselves emulated this natural environment 
and recreated it in the human-built landscape (Freidel et al. 1993:132; 
Reilly 1994). At the site of La Venta, for example, one can see the Middle 
Formative antecedents for the structure of the mythic landscape of Tol- 
lan. Rising out of the main plaza at La Venta is a large mound that repli- 
cates a mountain (Figure 2.18). At its base lie two long parallel mounds 
that Frank Reilly III (1994) identified as a ballcourt. This Middle Forma- 
tive organization of sacred space, which included a pyramid mountain 
with a ballcourt at its base, became the model for civilized life—and for 
the space of Tollan and Coatépec—that would be reproduced for thou- 
sands of years across Mesoamerica. 

Thus landscapes modeled upon the ideals of Snake Mountain and Sus- 
tenance Mountain can be traced back into the Formative period of 
Mesoamerica. Late Formative Maya were constructing their versions of 
Coatépec long before the Teotihuacanos built their great temples and 


Figure 2.18 La Venta, map. 
Drawing by Kappelman after Preidel et al. (1993:Figure 3:4) 
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pyramids. Moreover, they were modeling their versions of Coatépec after 
the great civilization of the Olmec and were reestablishing a landscape of 
creation and political legitimatization. The myths of Tollan and Coatépec 
provided archetypal symbolism that Mesoamerican peoples used to de- 
sign and construct the sacred centers of their cities and which served to 
invest their buildings with a profound symmetry. Within these cosmo- 
logically charged spaces, rituals were performed, governance was or- 
dained, and history unfolded. 
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Notes 


1. This paper, written by Kappelman shortly before the death of Linda Schele 
in April of 1998, is based upon a presentation given by Schele and Kappelman on 
12 March 1998 at the annual Maya Meetings at The University of Texas at Austin. 
Kappelman would like to thank Kathryn Reese-Taylor and Rex Koontz, who 
carefully read a draft of the manuscript and inserted their editorial comments 
and suggestions in an attempt to faithfully reflect as best as possible the ideas 
that Schele presented in her portion of the presentation. Thanks also go to Khris- 
taan Villela who read an early draft of the oral presentation and provided helpful 
comments. 

2. For various discussions of the concept of Tollan in a Mesoamerican world 
view, see Carrasco (1982), Matos Moctezuma (1987), Florescano (1994), Koontz 
(1994), and Schele and Mathews (1998). 

3. The myth of Tollan and the myth of Coatépec are distinct episodes in the ori- 
gin mythology of the Aztec people, which describes the migration of the Aztecs 
into the Valley of Mexico and the founding of their capital at Tenochtitlán. Al- 
though in the narrative the events at Coatépec actually precede the founding of 
Tollan by the Aztecs, in spatial and conceptual terms Coatépec is imbedded 
within Tollan. In other words, the construction of a Coatépec became an essential 
element in the establishment and definition of a city as a Tollan, or place of great 
learning. Therefore, the specific features that defined Coatépec and the events 
that transpired there had a direct bearing on the landscape of a Tollan. 

4. See Boone (1991:122-123) for a more complete discussion of sources for the 
migration history of the Aztecs, including pictorial codices, textual sources, and 
various sixteenth-century documents. 

5. See the introduction of this volume, Carrasco (1982), Florescano (1994), and 
Schele and Mathews (1998). 

6. See Matos Moctezuma (1988:74, Figure 14 and Plate III). This theme is 
echoed in the associated offerings of the temple that feature the severed heads of 
females (López Luján 1993). For a discussion of other Coyolxauhqui sculptures 
found within the context of the Templo Mayor, see Milbrath (1997), who notes 
that one Coyolxauhqui fragment shows Huitzilopochtli's xiuhcoat! penetrating 
her body, per Sahagún's (1950-1982) version of the myth. 

7. See Paso y Troncoso (1905-1907, Volume 6, Part 3:Plate 11) or Matos 
Moctezuma (1988:Figure 20). 

8. Although discussion of the Coatépec narrative has been limited to the 
themes above, other approaches include the astronomical symbolism of the myth 
(Seler 1960-1961, Book 3:320-329; Nicholson 1971; León-Portilla 1978; Milbrath 
1980, 1997; Gillespie 1989), as well as its metaphors for ancient political conflicts 
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(González Torres 1975; Nicholson 1985; Umberger 1987b; Klein 1988; Matos 
Moctezuma 1991). 

9. The main historical sources Jiménez Moreno used to build his argument in- 
clude Los Anales de Cuauhtitlan, the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca, and the writings of 
Sahagún, as well as other sixteenth-century Nahuatl sources. For the history of 
this debate, see Davies (1977) and Schele and Mathews (1998:39, 198—199). 

10. See Umberger (1987a:69), who quotes Sahagún (1950-1982, Book 
10:165-166): "Their name is taken from—it comes from-—their manner of life, 
their works. The Tolteca were wise. Their works were all good, all perfect, all 
wonderful, all marvelous. . . ." 

11. As Schele and Mathews (1998:337, n.28) noted, during this period at Tikal 
there was an unobstructed view of Structure 5D-33-2nd from the ballcourt in the 
East Plaza. This fact offers further support for the suggestion that basic structur- 
ing principles or mythic paradigms—such as a ballcourt at the base of Snake 
Mountain—were well in place by this early date. This same fusion of the two fun- 
damental creation locations also appears at Copán on Rosalila, where bright yel- 
low kernels of corn emerge from the cleft of their version of Sustenance Moun- 
tain, whereas above an enormous serpent undulates, marking the structure as 
Snake Mountain (Khristaan Villela, personal communication 1997). 

12. Schele and Mathews (1998:217) further noted that the snakes' mouths open 
at the top of the column and emit tiny scenes of the Maize God's resurrection 
from the Cosmic Turtle. In each of the four registers at the top, a resurrected 
Maize God rises from the turtle shell and grasps squash vines growing from the 
heads of gods who are themselves emerging from the ends of the turtle carapace. 
As they wrote, "Farmers plant maize, squash, and bean seeds together in their 
milpa, or cornfields. The squash spreads out along the ground to preserve mois- 
ture, while the beans climb the stalk of maize. Here both maize and squash come 
together into the world at the moment of First Father's rebirth in the company of 
his parents, who stand on Snake Mountain" (Schele and Mathews 1998). 

13. According to Reese (1996:53-54), the banner stone is a large, rectangular 
monolith with rounded corners that measures approximately 1.4 x 1.4 meters. 
The northeast corner of the stone is crushed and falls off the platform, and several 
large cracks run through the surface. This condition led Reese to conclude that 
the monolith was either intentionally destroyed at some time in the history of the 
center or suffered postdepositional weathering of a nature not noted on other 
stone surfaces or in other structures. Inset 40 centimeters from the west edge and 
60 centimeters from the south edge of the banner stone is a circular hole that ap- 
pears to have been cut. The hole is approximately 15 centimeters in diameter and 
between 10 and 15 centimeters deep. Twenty centimeters to the east of the hole 
and inset 60 centimeters from the south edge is another carved hole of the same 
approximate dimensions. The spacing of the two holes implies that a third hole 
should have been present, establishing a triadic pattern. No third hole was de- 
tected on the surface, but the area where the third hole should have been is heav- 
ily damaged. 

14. Also see Reese (1996) for a discussion of the architectural organization of 
Complex 6, as well as complexes at Waxaktun and Tikal, in terms of the Maya 
creation story. 
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Procession Rituals and Shrine Sites: 
The Politics of Sacred Space In the Late 
Formative Valley of Oaxaca 


HEATHER S. ORR 


The study of processionals, like the study of pilgrimages, can enable pen- 
etrating insights into political, social, and cultural processes. In this chap- 
ter, I discuss the Valley of Oaxaca sites of Dainzú and Monte Albán in 
their capacity as hilltop shrines and sacred places that were the focus of 
procession ceremonies. 1 suggest that the power of these shrine sites was 
wielded as a political tool. This study is intended to contextualize the 
Late Formative sculptural /architectural programs at Monte Albán and 
Dainzú. The chapter opens with a framework for the discussion of pro- 
cession rituals in the Valley of Oaxaca region. The relationship between 
processionals and petitions for rainfall is next considered, followed by a 
discussion of shrine sites, and finally an examination of sacred space and 
politics at Dainzú and Monte Albán. 


Rituals of Procession 


Several manners of organization are possible in procession rituals. Be- 
cause “processions transform movement from a functional, physiological 
act into a cultural performance,” formal organization in a procession “de- 
picts socio-cultural themes” (Morinis 1992:15). For example, participants 
are frequently arranged in a way that directly replicates social hierarchies 
or groupings. Indeed, as A. Morinis (1992:24) has stated for pilgrimage, 
rituals of procession, with exceptions, are typically a conservative, stabi- 
lizing force in society that operate to reinforce the existing social order 
(see also Turner 1974:171, 196; Morinis and Crumrine 1991:7; Crumrine 
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1991; Urbano 1991). Processional ceremonies can be powerful centraliz- 
ing and unifying agents that serve to strengthen inter- and intracommu- 
nity ties. First and foremost, the goal of these rituals is the unification of 
the human community with the sacred or supernatural. Given this goal, 
processions centralize and unify in essentially two ways—although these 
may be accomplished simultaneously: 1) disperse groups can be brought 
together under the umbrella of shared convictions to engage in a com- 
mon spiritual experience; and/or 2) processions can reinforce commu- 
nity identity as something distinct from other local communities. 

The first general principle of unification through procession is best ob- 
served where procession takes place in the context of pilgrimage, but it 
can also be seen on the local level. For example, all pueblos under the au- 
thority of the cabecera of Etla process with their saints to that town's 
church on Easter Sunday for Easter Mass; the saints are said to visit with 
one another on this occasion (cf. Allen 1988:190ff.). 

The use of procession to demarcate formal territorial boundaries is one 
aspect of the second principle. Local Oaxacan authorities, together with 
community members, walk present-day municipality linderos in a formal, 
annual processional boundary check (Kowalewski, personal communica- 
tion 1995). During Bishop Gillow's visitas pastorales of his diocese 
(1888-1890, 1892-1913), he noted that visitor hosting customs among the 
villagers included processions with the images of their saints along the 
rayas, or boundary lines, of their communities (Esparza 1985:40—57). Pro- 
cessions are characteristically initiated in the region by the celebration of 
Catholic ceremonials and funerary rituals. In addition, community crises 
will sometimes spark processions— particularly periods of drought. 


Procession and Rainfall 


Given the semiarid highland climate of the Valley of Oaxaca, it is not sur- 
prising that petitions for rainfall seem to be a powerful motivational 
force for procession rituals, both in recent and ancient history. During the 
spring (i.e., the beginning of the rainy season: April-May in the Valley) of 
1995, I observed that sparse rainfall and poor crop growth prompted qui- 
etly held processions with images of patron saints up mogotes (pre- 
Columbian pyramidal mounds) and hills in several Valley of Oaxaca 
pueblos. John Monaghan (1987:426; see also 1995) documented that a 
shortage of rainfall can induce the Mixtec to hold processions accompa- 
nied by saints who are identified with rain (e.g., Santiago, Santa Ana, Ca- 
balleria; see also de la Fuente 1939; Ingham 1986:157ff.). Processions are 
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particular to rituals assuring adequate rainfall in the adjunct highlands 
state of Guerrero (Cordry 1980:154-157; Oettinger and Parsons 1982; 
Esser 1988:302-305; see also Martínez 1972); these are held directly before 
the rainy season each year. 

Stephen Kowalewski et al. (1989) observed a marked, Late Postclassic 
increase of hilltop ritual centers in some parts of the Valley of Oaxaca 
during their survey of the region. They attribute this occurrence in part to 
possible Monte Albán V changes of religious emphasis toward rain 
clouds and lightning, which are generally associated with high places 
(Kowalewski et al. 1989, Volume 1:340ff; Flannery and Marcus 
1983:345-347). The investigators do not indicate whether they also tested 
for corresponding patterns of drought, but such a relationship should be 
examined because the association between high places, caves in hills and 
mountains, and lightning (i.e., rain) is well documented for this region 
(e.g, de Burgoa 1934, Volume 1:359, 361, 341-342, 356; Parsons 
1936:211ff., 328-330; Cruz 1946; Dahlgren de Jordan 1966:244-248; Multi- 
ples 1981). Kowalewski et al. noted significantly that many of these 
known Period V ritual centers are located on or above tributary streams 
whose waters depend upon rainfall. I believe that this observation can 
also be extended to a number of earlier hilltop shrines, especially those 
associated with sites reliant upon rainfall farming and rainfall-dependent 
water sources, such as Dainzú. Undoubtedly, ceremonial processions of 
some form were made to these sacred places. Archaeological evidence of 
ritual activity is present at the sites, such as high numbers of sahumadores 
(incense burners; see Kowalewski et al. 1989, Volume 1:342). 

Considering both the unpredictability of rainfall in the Central Valleys, 
together with an apparent correlation between drought and ritual proces- 
sions, it is intriguing that two major processionals occur here near or at 
the beginning of the rainy season: April 5 and May 3, Holy Friday and 
The Holy Cross respectively. Indeed, Elsie Clews Parsons recorded that 
the appearance of the New Lightning of the New Season was associated 
with Semana Santa (Holy Week, April 1-7), marking the beginning of the 
rains and the agricultural season: "Sometimes there is much rain in la se- 
mana santa" (1936:277). It is noteworthy that Holy Week is temporally re- 
lated to the regional cycle of rainfall and agricultural fecundity (cf. 
Adams 1991:109-110). Furthermore, there are profound sacrificial and 
penitential undertones to the appurtenant processions and rituals of 
Holy Friday. In general, a relationship can be noted between 
rainfall/agricultural fecundity-related processionals, penitence, and sac- 
rifice, at least in the southern highlands of Mesoamerica (cf. Barker 1957; 
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Turner and Turner 1978; Sallnow 1987; 1990; Allen 1988; Crumrine and 
Morinis 1991; see also Durán 1971). 

Sacrifice can take multiple forms in processional ceremonials. For ex- 
ample, the processional routes up to many hilltop shrines today often in- 
volve some purposeful degree of difficulty, such as pathways that are de- 
liberately rugged or steep. In addition, depending upon the specific 
ritual occasion, offerings of food or sacrifices of chickens (or, on rare occa- 
sions, turkeys) are usually made at the shrine; a mass is typically held at 
the site, or in town upon descent. Innumerable pre-Hispanic, colonial, 
and ethnographic documents attest to the use of turkeys, chickens (post- 
contact), or human sacrifices for petitions to rain deities in Oaxaca and 
throughout Mesoamerica (e.g., Codex Vaticano Ríos, Codex Yanhuitlán; de 
Burgoa 1934; Parsons 1936:211, 222, 324ff.; Tozzer 1941; Dahlgren de Jor- 
den 1966:244—245, 247-248; Durán 1971; Monaghan 1987; Spero 1987; 
Looper 1991; Masson 1994). 

The relationship between acts of penitence and rainfall might be eluci- 
dated by cases that suggest that Rayo (Lightning /Rain) is conceived of as 
a moral authority—an aspect of Mesoamerican rain deity complexes that 
has deep roots in antiquity (see Parsons 1936:213; Esparza 1985:52; Spero 
1987; Taube 1992:17ff., 1996). For example, the town of San Marcial Os- 
olotepec, in the Sierra Madre del Sur, is known regionally as a place in 
which “nadie pelia o roba, por que luego los castigen el Rayo” ("nobody 
fights or steals, because later Lightning punishes them"). Lightning stays 
in a cave above the town. The people visit this cave to "hacer sus deman- 
das," to make petitions or to ask wishes from Lightning. Two individuals 
from San Marcial recounted (not without a certain amount of zeal) that in 
January 1995, two youths who had robbed an elderly man were struck 
dead in punishment by el Rayo afterwards, while their mother was 
preparing their comida (Orr field notes 1995; cf. Cruz 1946; Esparza 
1985:52). 


Shrine Sites 


Common to all sacred places is what James Preston (1992:33ff.) has 
termed "spiritual magnetism," or the power of a shrine to attract devo- 
tees. Spiritual magnetism derives from human concepts and values via 
historical, geographic, social, and other forces that coalesce in a sacred 
center. Preston outlined four general variables associated with spiritual 
magnetism: 1) miraculous cures; 2) apparitions of supernatural beings; 3) 
sacred geography; and 4) difficulty of access. However, he acknowledged 
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that other factors may also be included, such as 5) cases in which the 
presence of relics at shrines may enhance their spiritual magnetism; and 
6) the role of national identity in forming spiritual magnetism (e.g., Ur- 
bano 1991). The latter could be extended to include community identity 
and cultural identity, in terms of active resistance, or cultural continuity 
(e.g., Konrad 1991). I additionally believe that another variable might be 
considered at the local community level, within circumscribed regions: 
the role of mythical/historical events occurring in association with cer- 
tain locations. That is, as A. H. Betteridge (1992) discussed for the special- 
ized characteristics of pilgrimage centers, each shrine develops a body of 
legend and lore to account for its distinctive character and capability. Pre- 
ston stressed that it is uncommon for all variables to appear at any given 
single shrine site (1992:38). 

The spiritual magnetism of a sacred place can decline or intensify over 
time, depending upon sociocultural factors and changes: 


Pilgrimage sites strongly associated with sacred geography may di- 
minish in importance as civilizations decline. Many of the great 
places of pilgrimage of antiquity have faded away after periodic 
episodes of stellar florescence (Preston 1992:35). 


Conversely: 


... (the) intensity of spiritual magnetism may increase as a shrine 
becomes better known for miracles or when it develops a focus of in- 
tensifying cultural activity . . . during certain historical periods some 
sacred centers become increasingly associated with supernatural ef- 
ficacy (Preston 1992:37). 


Preston also identified a principle that he termed “spiritual synthesis” 
to describe temporal and cultural continuity and syncretism in the spiri- 
tual magnetism of a shrine site. Places that undergo spiritual synthesis 
are transformed repeatedly under new or imposed cultural and religious 
circumstances, principally because they are “focal points for movements 
of large numbers of people toward centers of civilization” (Preston 
1992:35). 

These principles may be applied to ancient sacred places in the Valley of 
Oaxaca. For example, the Xoo Phase-Monte Albán V decline in impor- 
tance of Cerro Dainzü corresponds directly with the population shift to 
Macuilxóchitl. Moreover, it is at this time also that a shrine complex is es- 
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tablished upon the hill above the center of Macuilxóchitl (Dan Zun, Cerro 
Calvario, Hill of Reeds / Hill of Five Flowers; see Kowalewski et al. 1989). 
Whereas this example serves to illustrate Preston's principle of diminish- 
ing spiritual magnetism that can occur at shrines associated with sacred 
geography, I suggest below that Monte Albán is a striking example of a sa- 
cred place that rapidly gains preeminence through increased spiritual 
magnetism. In addition, this hilltop metropolis was located at a geo- 
graphic and economic center of the valley, a situation that appears to have 
contributed greatly to its having retained a fair degree of political conse- 
quence during a relatively extensive period of time (Flannery and Marcus 
1983; Byland and Pohl 1994; Joyce and Winter 1996). Indeed, Monte Albán 
is still considered a sacred place by some of the valley population (see, for 
example, Orr 1997), and the capital city of Oaxaca de Juarez itself is strate- 
gically situated near the base of the ancient sacred hills. 


Pre-Hispanic Processionals, 
Shrine Sites, and Politics: Dainzá 


In the artistic record, pre-Hispanic processional rituals typically show 
named individuals, in linear formations, with apparent social ranking 
(e.g., Urcid Serrano 1994:87-88). Processions occurred during funerary 
rituals (e.g., Caso 1938; Miller 1996); in relation to warfare and sacrifice 
(e.g., Urcid Serrano 1992:273); to mark political events (see Urcid Serrano 
1994:87-88); and as part of the handball game documented at Dainzú, 
Monte Albán, and Cerro de la Campana (see Orr 1997). These ancient 
processionals were linked to larger sequences of events and should there- 
fore be considered contextually. There is perhaps no other site in the val- 
ley system where this is better tested than at Dainzú. 

Dainzú is singular for its preservation of an artistic and archaeological 
record that documents a ceremonial sequence involving a ritual type of 
ball game that had penitential and sacrificial overtones, a procession en- 
acted as part of that ritual, and a demarcated processional route that led 
to a hilltop architectural grouping archaeologically identifiable as a 
shrine complex (Orr 1997). An analysis of patterns of distribution, the rit- 
ual sequence itself, and the ideological principles tied to the Dainzú 
handball game highlights the potential of this cultural complex for politi- 
cal maneuvering (Orr 1993, 1997). 

The only surviving in situ pictorial documents of the handball game in 
the valley are found at sites that are located upon sacred hills: Dainzú, 
Monte Albán, and Cerro de la Campana (Orr 1997).! In all three cases, 
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elite residences are situated on or near the hilltops of the centers. As A. 
Morinis points out: 


... Since sacred places tend to enshrine collective ideals, shrine sites 
can be valuable resources in socio-political processes ... [the] posi- 
tion [of the pilgrimage center] outside ordinary social boundaries 
lends power to [it], yet, ironically, belief in the power of the place 
makes it a target for social manipulations (1992:24-25; see also 
Crumrine and Morinis 1991:7-8; Kendall 1991; Vreeland 1991). 


Most particularly, through direct control and explicit associations made 
by local polities between their group or cause with specific sacred places, 
the legitimacy of those polities is sanctioned—both to resident and non- 
resident populations—by a power that is seldom questioned. Empirical 
evidence cannot verify or disprove the power of something that is sacred; 
it is this very absence of material corroboration that both distinguishes the 
sacred from the secular and can underlie passionate convictions of its ve- 
racity (e.g., Rappaport 1971; Drennan 1976; Flannery 1976). 

I have suggested that procession is recorded as one aspect of the 
Dainzú handball game, both iconographically and archaeologically (Orr 
1997). The ritual act of procession establishes a profound social bond, 
separating individuals from the normal world and placing them in a dif- 
ferent world in which the expression of religious devotion and communi- 
cation with the divine are a shared, community experience. As men- 
tioned above, social ranking and political organization can be registered 
or reaffirmed through the performance of formal processions. Religious 
processions also lend themselves well to political reconciliation, both in 
cases where fission has occurred within a social group or where the inte- 
grative process can assist conflict and dispute resolution between fac- 
tions. This view of procession as a mechanism for social integration, 
achieved through religious sanctions, shares traits with David Freidel's 
pilgrimage-fair, in that relatively diverse groups from different levels of 
society may be brought together for material, as well as ideological, pur- 
poses (see Freidel 1981:378). 

However, Freidel's model reaches into the broader geographic spec- 
trum of long-distance trade affiliations. The framework I suggest is most 
relevant to populations located within a smaller, restricted radius. These 
are brought together for religious festivals specific to particular, locally 
acknowledged sacred places. Such festivities would be hosted by the res- 
ident community and therefore would have a direct impact upon the po- 
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litical (and divine) prestige of the local polity(ies). Ultimately, the roots of 
these ceremonies during the Formative period are probably found in the 
alliance-building, rank affirming feasting rituals of "big-man" early 
chiefdoms (cf., for example, Fox 1996).2 

The effectiveness of processionals as tools for social reconciliation or 
integration is dependent upon the part they play within the larger cere- 
monial sequences to which they belong. This point is demonstrable, for 
example, with the Dainzú handball game and other ritual sequences 
wherein mock combats are central events alongside processions (Orr 
1997). Apart from an inherently penitential character, some degree of 
competition typically underlies these ritual battles; opponents may origi- 
nate from rival parties in a social group or from different competing com- 
munities (e.g., Cordry 1980:154-157; Allen 1988:203ff.). 3 

In pre-Hispanic Mesoamerica, the outcome of staged ritual battles was 
often fixed. These spectacles often seem to have served as means for pub- 
lic participation in the socially restricted activity of warfare, as the venue 
for human sacrifice, and as intimidating displays of physical power. Sym- 
bolic combat, however, also provides a controlled mechanism for the re- 
lease of intergroup tensions and potential conflicts or may actually func- 
tion as a substitute for true warfare (e.g., Hunt 1977:144-145; Gowans 
1981:220, 223; Chagnon 1983; Kertzer 1988:125-127, 129-130). In mock 
combat/procession ceremonial sequences, the ritual combat is a safety 
valve or outlet that frames the recognition of schism, whereas the proces- 
sion component, with its common goal of reaching a recognized sacred 
place for purposes relevant to shared religious convictions, has the effect 
of underscoring the essential unity of the larger group. Social integration 
can thus be achieved through both events, in the context of the ceremonial 
whole—under the auspices of hosting polities or communities. 

Some researchers have proposed that the Dainzú-type of handball 
game was a ritual combat (Orr 1993, 1994, 1997; Taube personal commu- 
nication 1994; see also Kubler 1984:161). I believe that this combat game 
was directly associated with warfare and human sacrifice and was con- 
ducted in connection with petitions for rainfall. I posited that a produc- 
tive, specific historical ethnographic analogy may be made between 
Dainzü handball and the tigre battle enacted in certain present-day Guer- 
rero pueblos immediately prior to the rainy season (Orr 1997). The vil- 
lagers consider this event to be a sacrificial act, with the specific purpose 
of ensuring the coming of the rains. Strikingly, in the village of Zitlala, 
the combat was originally timed to correlate with the Holy Cross proces- 
sion through town. Where the figre battle involves members from the 
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three competing districts of the village fighting one another as represen- 
tatives of their barrios, the procession involves participants from the three 
districts joining together at the town's mountain-top shrine to share in 
oblations and sacrifices to the figre rain deity (Cordry 1980: 154-157; 
Esser 1988: 302-305). 


Shrine Sites and Sacred Geography: 
Monte Albán 


Shrines are raised, steps are cut, topography is altered, and settlement 
patterns change, all as a result of the historical development of the pil- 
grimage. Here we trace the swells and recessions of flows of people, and 
the impacts which these tides register on sites elevated to the status of di- 
vine abodes on earth (Morinis and Crumrine 1991:9). 

The concept of sacred geography as it is employed here was developed 
for the study of Hindu pilgrimage sites by Vidyarthi (1961, 1979; Preston 
1992; see also Kashnitz-Weinberg 1944). As discussed by James Preston: 
“[in] those traditions where the earth is associated with powerful reli- 
gious sentiments, spiritual magnetism is strongly linked to sacred geog- 
raphy" (1992:34). In Mesoamerican tradition, human-built sacred spaces 
were typically located on or near sacred geographic features, and they at- 
tempted to replicate the sacred natural environment in site-planning 
schemes with inherently political resonances (e.g., Benson 1981; Heyden 
1981; Ashmore 1989, 1991; Schele and Freidel 1990; Bernal-García 1992; 
Reilly 1994; Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993; Koontz 1994). 

The foundation of Monte Albán and the rapid growth in size and pop- 
ulation density of the hill-top site during Period I (ca. 500—200 BC) corre- 
sponds temporally with a sharp population drop at previously important 
valley floor sites (Winter 1974:982; Flannery and Marcus 1983; 
Kowalewski et al. 1989; Flannery and Marcus 1990:52-53). In particular, 
the major Rosario Phase (700-500 BC) Etla Valley center of San José 
Mogote experienced a notable decline until Monte Albán II (ca. 200 
BC-200 AD; see Flannery and Marcus 1983, 1990, 1994). These phenom- 
ena have generally been explained by archaeological evidence for in- 
creased interregional and extraregional conflict, which was accompanied 
by a shift from valley floor to piedmont and hilltop sites (Blanton et al. 
1982; Spencer 1982; Flannery and Marcus 1983; Kowalewski et al. 1989; 
Joyce 1991, 1994; Joyce and Winter 1996). However, these archaeological 
data are actually limited to a few cases of human sacrifice throughout the 
valley system, the demographic shift itself, the appearance of supposed 
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defensive walls at some hilltop sites, and the iconographic evidence pro- 
vided by the Danzantes carvings representing sacrificed captives (see be- 
low) at Monte Albán and San José Mogote (e.g., Joyce 1991:558-567). 

Because the hill cluster of Monte Albán is strategically located at the 
juncture of the three main valley arms, researchers believe that the site 
was ideal for the control of trade and traffic and was suitable to fortifica- 
tion (Winter 1974; Blanton 1978; Blanton et al. 1982; Flannery and Marcus 
1983, 1990; Joyce and Winter 1996). Some scholars suggest that the center 
was actually established as the capital of an incipient, expansive mili- 
taristic state (Marcus 1976; Spencer 1982:12-31; Flannery and Marcus 
1983, 1990), whereas others argue against this position (Sanders and 
Nichols 1988). Richard Blanton proposed that Monte Albán was a neutral 
central place where representatives from various previously disparate 
valley polities purposefully unified to form a regional confederacy for 
economic and military purposes (1976, 1978:39, 1983; Blanton et al. 
1982:69-71; see also Wright 1977; Willey 1979; Santley 1980; Joyce and 
Winter 1996). Blanton based this argument on evidence derived from an 
extensive surface survey, which he believed to indicate the presence of 
three distinct barrios (1976, 1978). Marilyn Masson (1994) posited that 
Blanton's barrios suggest the emergence of corporate kinship groups at 
the urban center. 

Arthur Joyce and Marcus Winter (1994, 1996) proposed that emerging 
elite groups were responsible for the establishment of Monte Albán. These 
groups soon attracted a steadily growing population of laborers and craft 
specialists. They posited that the Monte Albán nobility monopolized rit- 
ual authority and manipulated religious symbolism to assert their posi- 
tion as mediators between the human and divine worlds. They believe 
that religion and warfare were part of a complex ideology that Monte Al- 
bán's elite employed to support and maintain their authority over 
nonelite sectors. Within this actor-based perspective, a shared world view 
functioned to create and assert social distinctions (Winter and Joyce 1994; 
Joyce and Winter 1996). In addition, Joyce and Winter are among the few 
writers to acknowledge the inherent sacred power of the location itself: 


The most sacred of institutions may have been the Monte Albán hill- 
top itself, which visually and perhaps symbolically dominated the 
valley ... The Main Plaza with its impressive public buildings visi- 
ble throughout much of the valley below would have been a kind of 
permanent, immovable source of prestige and sacred power that 
could not have been accessed by other elites except through cooper- 
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ation with Monte Albán's rulers or by conquest (1996; see also 
Kowalewski et al. 1989, Volume 1:344). 


Most writers concede that the Main Plaza at Monte Albán was a focus 
for regional festivals and ceremonies. However, this aspect of function 
tends to be underemphasized in relation to economics, redistribution of 
goods, and political strategy (e.g., Blanton 1978, Flannery and Marcus 
1983, Winter 1984, Joyce and Winter 1996). 1 proposed that the area be re- 
considered as first and foremost having served the requirements of a pil- 
grimage center (Orr 1996, 1997). The conflict-based arguments discussed 
above minimize the possibility that the role of the site location as a sacred 
place and probable pilgrimage shrine could have, in fact, been funda- 
mental and decisive to the florescence of Monte Albán. The very traits 
elucidated by Blanton, Joyce, and Winter, for example, coincide with 
salient features of shrine centers. 

The choice of location and layout of the Main Plaza center suggests 
that the area was probably known and visited as a sacred place well be- 
fore the urbanization of Monte Albán. The enormous expenditure of la- 
bor and planning that went into the construction of this great public 
space (see Acosta 1965:818) was certainly motivated by needs beyond 
those of administrative activities or even the requirements of a principal 
market center (cf. Winter 1984, 1989). The design of such a space simulta- 
neously addressed economic, marketing, and political needs, The Main 
Plaza space, in fact, is very suitably designed to accommodate the mas- 
sive temporary influxes of people that are typical of pilgrimage and pro- 
cession ceremonials (cf. Silverman 1991).4 For example, the architecture 
that delimited the periphery of the Main Plaza created a bounded space, 
with monumental facades, high platforms, and limited access to some 
structures, that effectively controlled the movement of people through 
the area (e.g., Blanton et al. 1982). Passage around the plaza was addi- 
tionally restricted by the development of the structures along the central 
spine, which would have eventually forced human traffic to move in a 
circular pattern. Certainly sheer intimidation, spectacle, and social dis- 
tinction made manifest in physical space were keyed into this architec- 
tural arrangement. But all factors considered, this spatial layout con- 
forms with the constituents of pilgrimage centers throughout Europe, 
Asia, and Latin America: 


In traditional societies, a pilgrimage center is a bounded place apart 
from ordinary settlement, drawing pilgrims from great distances as 


66 Heather S. Orr 


well as nearby. It must have some place of congregation, some sym- 
bols on display readily understood by the congregated pilgrims, 
common activities (often conducted en masse) and myth which the 
other elements (site, symbols, and activities) evoke; such myths are 
narratives commonly known (Moore 1980:207). 


That the impressive architecture, monumental sculptural displays, and 
painted imagery which originally enlivened the center were concomi- 
tantly employed by Monte Albán's leading lineages for self-aggrandize- 
ment only highlights my points. 

I do not discount conflict-related explanations for Late Formative so- 
cial and demographic shifts that occurred in the Valley of Oaxaca. How- 
ever, I believe that, in seeking to understand the relatively dramatic rise 
to prominence that Monte Albán experienced, more attention should be 
given to ideological principles that are especially particular to this region. 
For example: 


Both sociologically and theologically, the sacred place has a power 
which secular groups seek to tap and channel for their own temporal 
purposes. It is an irony of being a place apart that this otherworldli- 
ness is the source of the power which ultimately leads pilgrimage 
centers to become embroiled in political rivalries, in which any kind 
of power is a potential resource (Morinis and Crumrine 1991:8). 


Deep-level structure is made manifest in the magnification of the holy 
that separates the sacred place from the mundane world. As points of 
contention, powerful shrine sites can have significant effects upon popu- 
lation flows and changes. 

I have suggested this general scenario: Around 500 BC, Monte Albán 
acquired increased spiritual magnetism due to any one of Preston's vari- 
ables discussed above, together with reasons of internal polemics. Enter- 
prising groups would have soon converged upon the site, attracted by 
the potential for economic gain and prestige through assuming control 
and operation of the sacred place. Having established themselves, these 
groups were a priori at a social, political, and economic advantage over 
incoming residents; however, they had to employ several strategies to re- 
tain their advantages. Thus, in the later part of Monte Alban I, enormous 
architectural and sculptural enterprises were undertaken in ostentatious 
displays of accumulated wealth and the implicit authority that was sanc- 
tified by the very location the patrons pioneered (see Joyce and Winter 
1996; Orr 1997). 
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This scenario also accounts for a soon-thriving local ceramics industry 
and workshops within the site center devoted to the production of exotic 
goods. The consumption of these products rapidly intensified (Winter 
and Joyce 1994; Joyce and Winter 1996). Joyce and Winter (1996) and 
Masson (1994) note that ceramic effigies of Cociyo, the Zapotec rain- 
lightning deity, appear with increasing frequency through the Late For- 
mative and Classic periods; by Monte Albán III, these were mold-made 
and mass produced (see also Caso et al. 1967; Urcid Serrano 1992). This 
type of small-scale art form, which bears images of principal deities and 
supernaturals, belongs to the class of materials commissioned or pur- 
chased for personal rites and spiritual merit at pilgrimage shrines world- 
wide throughout history. Indeed, the pilgrimage industry typically pro- 
vides a large market for artisan products and religious paraphernalia. 


Sacred Space and Politics: 
The Danzantes of Monte Albán 
and Dainzú Ballplayers 


The earliest known monumental art at Monte Albán is represented by the 
Danzantes carvings.? These depictions of mutilated sacrificial victims ap- 
pear with the foundation of the great center, around 500 BC (Period Ia, the 
Danzantes Wall). Dates for carved Danzantes stones range from Monte 
Albán I through Period II (Scott 1978; Garcia Moll et al. 1986). Only one 
example of the sculptural type is found outside of Monte Albán, at the site 
of San José el Mogote (SJM-3, Marcus 1976, 1980; Flannery and Marcus 
1983, 1990, 1994; Cahn and Winter 1993).* This carving attests to an under- 
standing of Danzante iconography in other parts of the valley, along with 
an acknowledged connection between Monte Albán and San José Mogote. 

I have suggested that the individuals represented in the Danzantes 
carvings were victims of mock combat rituals; these were single events in 
a warfare-sacrifice ritual sequence, enacted as public spectacles (Orr 
1993, 1997). I believe that, like Dainzú handball, the objectives of agricul- 
tural fertility and dependable rainfall lay at the heart of these events, in 
the context of a divine covenant or sacrificial exchange (Orr 1994, 1996, 
1997). For example, the unusual practice of genital mutilation or castra- 
tion graphically represented on many Danzantes carvings both supports, 
and is explained by, this postulation (cf. Scott 1978, Volume 1:25-26). The 
relationship between bleeding of the male genitals and fertility is a com- 
mon theme throughout Mesoamerican art (e.g., Schele 1996). 


68 Heather S. Orr 


I additionally believe that the Danzantes mock combat ritual sequence 
included processionals within the Monte Albán shrine center. This ritual 
sequence closely parallels that which I have suggested for the ballplayers 
carvings of Dainzú. At both centers, these carvings were exhibited in 
similar grand, architectural schemes that were designed like codices writ 
large. 

Although many interpretations of the Danzantes carvings have been 
presented, scholars generally agree that the figures represent sacrificed 
individuals (discussed in Scott 1978; Garcia Moll et al. 1986; Urcid Ser- 
rano 1992). Most researchers suggest that the victims were captives of 
warfare (Marcus 1976, 1980; Flannery and Marcus 1983). Hieroglyphic 
texts identify many of the figures, supplying dates, names, and the vic- 
tims' places of origin (Marcus 1980; Flannery and Marcus 1983; Urcid 
Serrano 1992, n.d.). These slack-faced individuals, whose contorted, 
naked bodies were pecked onto stone surfaces, conform entirely with 
pan-Mesoamerican iconographic conventions for the depiction of prison- 
ers and sacrificial victims (Coe 1962; Marcus 1976, 1983; Scott 1978; Schele 
and Miller 1986; Flannery and Marcus 1990). 

One researcher suggested that the Danzantes might portray lesser vil- 
lage men, taken in raids and skirmishes, rather than nobles from rival 
polities or factions (Marcus 1976). However, as mentioned, numerous 
Danzantes are accompanied by hieroglyphic toponyms identifying these 
individuals with specific locations. Furthermore, this proposal is not con- 
sistent with the careful depiction of elite adornments on most Danzantes. 
For example, large earspools are particularly emphasized; even though 
many figures have been stripped of their regalia, holes are clearly delin- 
eated on the earlobes where spools would have hung (Orr 1997). Indeed, 
during excavations at Monte Albán in the 1970's, Marcus Winter uncov- 
ered a pair of greenstone earspools from an Early Period II elite burial 
(Burial MA 77-14) that are 8 centimeters in diameter and identical to 
those portrayed on Danzantes figures (personal communication 1994). 

Joyce Marcus interpreted the carvings as a ritual and symbolic display 
of potential power, intended to legitimize the as yet uninstitutionalized 
power of the newly founded elite who established Monte Albán (1976, 
1980). Her interpretation employs a reconstruction in which all (nearly 
400) known Danzantes sculptures originate from the east-facing Dan- 
zantes Building facade (Flannery and Marcus 1983:89). Marcus and oth- 
ers view this enormous structure, with its awesome display of slain cap- 
tives, as a commemorative monument (Marcus 1976; Blanton 1978). 
However, most of these carvings are individualized virtual portraits of 
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specifically identified persons—rather than symbols of potential victims. 
In addition, a number of Danzantes stones are carved on several sides— 
evidence that they were reused multiple times for different constructions 
(see Scott 1978; Garcia Moll et al. 1986; Urcid Serrano 1992). The figures 
also tend to form stylistic groupings or categories, which, according to 
Javier Urcid Serrano, indicate independent sculptural programs pertain- 
ing to unique structures (1992, n.d.; Orr 1993; see also Scott 1978).? 

The Danzantes Wall is the only remaining indication of what were 
more than likely several such facades decorating pyramidal platforms in 
the Main Plaza of Monte Albán. This wall is also the earliest surviving 
monument from the great Mesoamerican artistic tradition of represent- 
ing war captives and sacrificial victims in large sculpted or painted "gal- 
leries"—exemplified by such Classic Period Maya works as the captive 
sculptures in the Palace at Palenque and the murals of Bonampak (Mar- 
cus 1976, 1980; Flannery and Marcus 1983, 1990; Miller 1986; Schele and 
Miller 1986). The Ballplayers Wall at Dainzú also belongs to this tradition 
(Orr 1993). As Marcus pointed out, this type of architectural program- 
ming relies upon staged, ritual interaction by religious practitioners with 
the structures themselves to reveal the full significance of the imagery 
(Marcus 1974; Flannery and Marcus 1983:89—90, 1990; see also Scott 1978, 
Part 1; Schele and Freidel 1990:105ff.; Urcid Serrano 1992; Orr 1993). 

The narrative aspect of these sculptural programs was brought to life, 
and inherent ideological precepts were elucidated and enhanced, by rit- 
ual practitioners physically ascending the immense platforms plastered 
with Danzantes or Ballplayers carvings and performing the ritual actions 
depicted on those monuments (Orr 1993, 1997; Winter and Joyce 1994; 
Joyce and Winter 1996). Independently, the sculptures are didactic tallies 
that could be understood syntactically, like the pictorial lists of con- 
quered sites recorded in the Mixtec codices. 

Marcus has argued that the iconographic themes at Monte Albán are 
almost exclusively militaristic, whereas those at other valley centers em- 
phasize ritual and religion (1976, 1983:113). She proposed that styles and 
themes in the sculpture of the Central Valleys are unified by Period IILA 
when, she suggested, the previously autonomous valley floor centers 
were subjugated by Monte Albán (Marcus 1976:137). Blanton referred to 
Marcus's conclusions to corroborate his neutral central place hypothesis 
for Monte Albán: 


Not only were there more carved stone monuments at the new capi- 
tal than at any other valley center, but they differed from those of the 
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other centers in portraying exclusively military themes. Monuments 
from other centers prominently include ritual themes. This makes 
sense for a neutral institution, since subjects are best avoided for 
which there may have been no regional consensus; ritual may have 
been one such area (1978:39). 


These arguments are problematic for several reasons. First, the writers 
presume a complete, in situ artistic record in a region where it is well es- 
tablished that this record is undependable (Urcid Serrano 1992, n.d.). Sec- 
ond, the acts of warfare and human sacrifice were clearly ritualized—as 
attested by the very iconography of the Danzantes. These practices were 
founded in deeply held religious convictions throughout Mesoamerican 
history and cannot, therefore, be separated as something fundamentally 
exclusive from other types of ritual. Third, although the scale in numbers 
of Danzantes carvings is not replicated elsewhere, sacrifice is depicted in 
the sculpture of other sites, such as San José Mogote and Dainzú. Sacri- 
fice formed a central part of the Dainzü handball game; this ball game 
was also known at Monte Albán (Orr 1997). Finally, Marcus and Blan- 
ton's arguments do not place the images of sacrifice at Monte Albán 
within their broader ritual context. It is clear that the sequence of events 
encompassing the Danzantes sacrifices calls for a deeper consideration 
than merely acknowledging the presence of militarism. 

In the previous discussion, I have suggested that, through associations 
between place and polity, the sacred power of Dainzú and Monte Albán 
as shrine sites lent itself well to political strategization. I consider the dis- 
tributional link between handball iconography and hilltop shrine sites in 
the valley to be the key to an understanding of the handball complex. 
Procession and sacrifice were integral components of the Dainzü type of 
handball game. In addition, I have attempted to demonstrate links be- 
tween the possible ideological premises of the ritual acts recorded by the 
Danzantes and by the Dainzü Ballplayers. I have reframed the Formative 
Period iconography of sacrifice and the handball game in the Valley of 
Oaxaca within a paradigm that does not distinguish religious concerns 
from political motives. In so doing, it has been necessary to readdress the 
role of the valley's greatest Late Formative center, Monte Albán. 

The examination of sacred geography at Monte Albán made above un- 
derscores weaknesses in exclusively militaristic hypotheses for the city's 
rise to power and similar interpretations of the Danzantes. I presented a 
hypothesis that the rapid settlement and florescence of Monte Albán 
around 500 BC was due primarily to a sudden rise in the religious impor- 
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tance of this sacred hilltop shrine. As the site gained importance, the ur- 
ban population expanded likewise. I do not negate the impact of warfare 
and internal conflict during this period, however; the two hypotheses are 
not necessarily mutually exclusive. Beyond basic power displays, for ex- 
ample, what was the underlying motivation for erecting the huge carved 
Danzantes and Dainzü ballplayers programs that characterize architec- 
tural sculpture at this time? Furthermore, why specifically is this type of 
imagery found only at sites that are demonstrably hilltop shrines? I be- 
lieve that these shrine sites were dedicated to the Zapotec Cociyo, and I 
suggest that processions and ritual combats ending with sacrifice were 
held there as part of the ritual sequence of supplication to the rain deity. 
Political aspirations were woven into the ideological fabric of these cen- 
ters, and competing or aspiring polities found ripe fodder for self-promo- 
tion and legitimization. 
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Notes 


1. I consider this distribution to be significant, particularly because large-scale 
monuments depicting sacrificial themes in general follow the same pattern dur- 
ing the Formative Period—viz. the Danzantes of Monte Albán and Monument 3 
of San José Mogote. 

2. For example, the architectural ballcourt (i.e., a bounded space), composed of 
a central alley flanked by two long parallel mounds, may find its origins in Early 
and Middle Formative period earthen structures identified as ballcourts, which 
are significantly found at sites considered to be foci of emerging and paramount 
chiefdoms (Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993; Reilly 1994; Blake et al. 1996; cf. also 
Pozorski and Pozorski 1995). However, the form and situation of these early 
structures can likewise be considered to conform with the functional require- 
ments of processional ways. The architectural type is typically located at or near 
the site center and is closely related to ceremonial or civic/ceremonial public edi- 
fices. Reilly, for example, believes that the main South Court of Complex A at La 
Venta was intended both as a false, or ritual, ballcourt and as a processional way 
leading to the North Court (personal communication 1996; see Orr 1997). Indeed, 
Kubler made some notable insights along these lines: 


... At the ballcourt, a small-scope pilgrimage could be performed as a com- 
munal effort to insure continuity . . . the ballgame courts provided a setting 
for a ritual of action expressive of commonly held beliefs about the meaning 
of existence—but within the pleasurable frame work of play and sport at- 
tractive to large crowds ... These games between and among neighbors 
were surely a surrogate for hostility. Like a pilgrimage, the ballgame was a 
form of associative convergence for worshipful action at a sacred place, but 
its competitive nature inevitably dominated any religious content 
(1985:315). 


3. At Least six toponyms associated with carved ballplayers survive at Dainzá, 
indicating an identification with different locales or community sectors (Orr 1997; 
see also Urcid Serrano 1992). 

4. Kubler observed that: 
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Architectural evidence. . . supports the argument that both highland and low- 
land sites were, in some cases, designed to receive large crowds of visitors at reg- 
ular periods. The plazas and concourses of Teotihuacan, Cholula, Tikal, and 
Copán suggest crowds of many thousands swarming to ceremonies required by 
the calendar (1985: 316). 

However, he goes on to support Blanton's view that Monte Albán was de- 
signed to restrict general access. Although some degree of restriction is evident, 
recent findings, in particular those of the Proyecto Especial Monte Albán, 
1992-1994, suggest the city center had formal access-ways (e.g., Joyce and Winter 
1996). Indeed, the summit may be breached from several approaches. 

5. Danzantes ("dancers") is employed here as the commonly used term 
because early research at Monte Albán referred to the well-known Monte Albán I 
and II stone slabs carved with human figures considered by many researchers to 
represent sacrificial victims (e.g., Coe 1962; Marcus 1973, 1976, 1983; Scott 1978). 
The Danzantes Wall is the only remaining portion of a facade revetment wall be- 
longing to the earliest known phase of Building L. This structure was a large py- 
ramidal platform with high talud-sloping walls formed of monumental stones. 
However, I believe that iconographic inconsistencies here suggest that the carv- 
ings are in reused context although the wall supplies the earliest in situ date 
(Monte Albán la) for this class of carved monument (see Orr 1997). 

Ceramic and small greenstone depictions of these figures are also known from 
the period (see Caso 1947:Figures 39, 40a and 40b; Caso et al. 1967; Scott 1978:Fig- 
ures 11 and 28; ). 

6. Because this monument was not discovered in primary context (see Urcid 
Serrano 1992; Cahn and Winter 1993; cf. also Flannery and Marcus 1983:57, 1990), 
but was used for a building dedication event (e.g., Masson and Orr 1998), the 
date of its execution has been a point of contention—with arguments ranging 
from the Rosario Phase (Flannery and Marcus 1983:57) to Monte Albán I (Urcid 
Serrano 1992) and Period Il (Cahn and Winter 1993). 

The monument is located between two principal structures at the top of 
Mound 1. This 15-meter-high pyramid became the focus of civic/ceremonial life 
at San José Mogote during the Rosario Phase (ca. 700-500 BC). A remarkable Pe- 
riod II cache of ceramic effigies excavated at this mound exhibit ritual imperson- 
ation of Cociyo; the principal actor lies on his belly in some replication of that de- 
ity's traits (see Masson 1994; Taube 1996; Orr 1997). 

7. I have suggested that these stylistic variations are not arbitrary, but refer to 
specific moments or events (Orr 1997). 
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Sacred Geography at Izapa and 
the Performance of Rulership 


JULIA GUERNSEY KAPPELMAN 


Characterized by monuments that unravel rich narratives throughout 
carefully delineated ceremonial spaces, the site of Izapa offers a unique 
glimpse into the organization of sacred space during the Late Formative 
period (300 BC-200 AD).! The carved monuments reveal the rituals per- 
formed by Late Formative rulers, whereas the architectural space in 
which they are contained manifests the primordial landscape of creation. 
A veritable web of politics and cosmogenesis was woven through the 
sculptural and architectural programs at Izapa, and Late Formative 
rulers inserted themselves and their actions into this space, creating a 
conjunction between myth, political narrative, and individual action. 
This conjunction between actor and structuring narrative, as discussed in 
the first chapter of this volume, is at the heart of Sahlins's (1985:xiv) con- 
cept of the "structure of conjuncture," which seeks to reveal the nature of 
power through an analysis of just such interplay. An examination of the 
conjunction—or sublime merger—of space, architecture, sculpture, 
mythic narrative, and human action at Izapa provides a lens through 
which the discourse of rulership, power, and cosmology during the Late 
Formative period is also revealed. 

Izapa is located in the Pacific coastal piedmont of Chiapas, Mexico, 
which during the Late Formative period was a strategic crossroads that 
linked Mayan- and Mixe-Zoquean-speaking regions (Figure 4.1). The 
sculptural vehicle of choice at the site was the stela-altar format, which 
paired erect, carved stone stelae with low, carved stone altars. These 
monuments, strategically placed throughout the site core and framed 
against pyramidal mounds, literally punctuated space with their mes- 
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sages. Together with the architecture, they served to demarcate the 
boundaries of the sacred landscape and invest it with powerful imagery 
that defined Izapa’s place within the natural world as well as the super- 
natural sphere. 

The stela format was also an effective tool for creating a permanent 
record of a ruler’s ritual performances and contact with the supernatural 
realm, themes that are paramount within the corpus of Izapa monu- 
ments. Moreover, the vivid images of trance journeys that are found on 
the Izapa monuments testify to the shamanic ideology that underpinned 
a ruler's political authority, a phenomenon well documented during the 
Middle Formative period. As Frank Reilly (1994) demonstrated, the 
carved monuments that were erected by the Olmec in their ceremonial 
centers visualized an ideology that mandated supernatural sanctification 
for rulership.? This ideology successfully integrated a shamanic belief 
system—which included the concept of a multilayered universe that was 
united by means of a central world axis and the notion of a trance experi- 
ence in which the soul of a shaman traveled into the supernatural 
realm—into a complex social and political system. Reilly coined the 
phrase “institutionalized shamanism” to accommodate this Middle For- 
mative ideological complex whose foundations for power rested upon a 
shamanic belief system. His work, like that of Caroline Humphrey (1994), 
provides a model for exploring the interaction between inspirational 
practices and the dynamics of state formation at specific junctures in 
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time. As Humphrey further observed, approaches such as these enable 
scholars to re-evaluate shamanism as a discourse rather than as a static 
event (1994:192-193). These approaches also accommodate the variations 
that ensue when a shamanic ideology is integrated into a context of 
power. This concept of an institutionalized shamanism provides not only 
a model for understanding the nature of Late Formative political author- 
ity that is expressed in the corpus of monuments at Izapa but also en- 
ables one to reconstruct the rituals that were performed within the 
precincts of the site. 

Throughout this chapter, the stela-altar monuments of Izapa will be 
considered as part of a powerful exchange—or "conjuncture"—between 
sculpture, architecture, performance space, and actor within the precincts 
of the site. This discussion will begin by exploring how the dynamics of 
this cosmologically charged landscape were orchestrated at Izapa during 
the Late Formative period and then will focus specifically upon the per- 
formance of rulership that was recorded within this sacred geography. 


The Landscape of Creation 


The plazas of Groups A and B held the highest concentration of carved 
monuments at Izapa and appear to have been the locus of ritual activity 
(Figure 4.22) (Lowe et al. 1982). Bisecting them is Group H, which formed 
the central axis of the site at 21 degrees east of north. Group H is bor- 
dered to the north by Mound 25 and to the south by Mound 60, the 
largest pyramid at the site and the highest in the region.? On a clear day, 
the rationale for this orientation of the site's axis is, quite literally, visible: 
If one stands on the summit of Mound 60 and looks to the north, Mound 
25 is framed against the volcano Tacaná that looms dramatically on the 
horizon.* In fact, Mound 25 appears to have been a two-tiered pyramid 
that echoed the contours of Tacaná (Lowe et al. 1982:262). Mounds 25 and 
60 thus form not only a central backbone of sorts for the site, but they 
also replicate landmarks of the sacred natural geography on a human 
scale. 

Group H, with its quadrilateral arrangement of mounds around a cen- 
tral plaza, provided an ideal space for performance, and it typifies the or- 
ganization of space at Izapa. The significance of the Group H plaza, not 
only as an axially aligned microcosm of the natural world but as a per- 
formance space, is inferred through the presence of Mound 46 at the cen- 
ter of the plaza. Such a low mound may have served as a dance platform 
and stage for public rituals. Standing upon the low platform, a ruler 
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Figure 4.2 Map of central Izapa. After map and topographic survey by Eduardo 
Martinez E. in Lowe et al. (1982:end map) 


would also have been aligned on a horizontal plane with the central axis 
of the site and to Tacaná in the distance. 

The Group H plaza and its enormous Mound 60 were also neatly wo- 
ven into a broader conceptual program that sought to define Izapa as the 
center of the world. The space immediately surrounding Mound 60 con- 
tained a series of reservoirs, dams, and aqueducts that channeled water 
to the Río Izapa, which forms the eastern boundary of the site (Figure 4.3) 
(Lowe et al. 1982:263). When Mound 60 was enlarged during the Late 
Formative period, its fill was taken from areas surrounding the mound, 
which created a reservoir on its north side. This northern reservoir was 
aligned on the same axis with Tacaná as Mounds 60 and 25 (Lowe et al. 
1982:263). Immediately to the west of Mound 60 was another ancient 
reservoir, faced with large stone boulders, and a series of drains that also 
date to the Late Formative period.5 

The reservoir and drainage system at the base of Mound 60 on its north 
and west sides created the effect of a body of water surrounding the huge 
pyramid at the very heart of the site. These waters most certainly func- 
tioned as a symbolic primordial sea, referencing the fertile, first waters of 
creation. At the center, Mound 60 rose, replicating the landscape of cre- 
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Figure 4.3  Idealized plan of dam and drains surrounding Mound 60. 
From Lowe et al. (1982:Figure 8.8). 
Courtesy of New World Archaeological Foundation 


ation that had been built by Mesoamerican peoples at least since the time 
of the Olmec and including the mountain of sustenance (where maize 
was created) rising from the waters of the primordial sea (cf. Freidel et al. 
1993:123-172; Reilly 1994:192-233; Schele and Mathews 1998:36-40). For 
Mesoamericans, this archetypal landscape of creation provided a model 
for the organization of sacred space that defined each site as the place of 
creation and the center of the world. It represented—in terms of concrete 
architectural form and spatial organization—one of the most powerful 
and fundamental aesthetic tropes in Precolumbian Mesoamerica and 
provided an enduring structuring principle for the communication of po- 
tent messages of cultural identity and political legitimacy (cf. Schapiro 
1953; Armstrong 1975). Furthermore, the establishment in the natural 
landscape of this cosmological archetype provided a theater in which hu- 
man order and the very foundations of rulership could be dramatized (cf. 
Wheatley 1971). 

In Mesoamerica, these aesthetics of space and form defined each site as 
a Tollan, or “place of the reeds,” where civilization, arts, and government 
flourished and where the right to rule was divinely sanctioned.5 Within 
this paradigm, the mountain of sustenance was conceptually joined with 
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another mountain, Coatépec, or "Snake Mountain," that was associated 
with the original divine mandate to perform war and make sacrifice. It 
was defined by a ballcourt at its base that contained a "Well of Water," 
making the surrounding landscape fertile (see Tezozomoc 1975, 1980). 
Through this conceptual union, the mountain at the center of the primor- 
dial sea was both the place of creation and the place of sacrifice, and it 
symbolized this duality inherent to a Mesoamerican worldview. The 
enormous time depth of this paradigm for the organization of sacred 
space throughout Mesoamerica has been well documented from the Mid- 
dle Formative through the Terminal and Postclassic periods at sites like 
La Venta, Waxaktun, Tikal, Chichén Itzá, El Tajín, and Tenochtitlan.’ 

It appears that the Izapans, like their Mesoamerican counterparts 
through time, defined their site as a Tollan and erected Mound 60 as their 
own version of Coatépec. Although no architectural or sculptural fea- 
tures survive that explicitly identify Mound 60 as Snake Mountain, its 
context within the landscape of creation clearly defines it as such. Not 
only did the Mound 60 pyramid rise above the primordial sea, but its 
base was marked by a ballcourt (Figure 4.4). As Gareth Lowe et al. 
(1982:254) observed, low pyramidal Mounds 48 and 49— placed at the 
junction of space between Mounds 50, 60, and the reservoir—are sugges- 
tive of a ballcourt yet are very small for this purpose. Nonetheless, the 
two mounds probably functioned as an effigy ballcourt whose role, al- 
though perhaps not functional, was critical to defining the landscape of 
creation where they occupied a position on the edge of the primordial sea 
that surrounded the base of Coatépec.? This effigy ballcourt also occu- 
pied a strategic location within the site's overall organization: at the junc- 
ture of plaza groups H, G, and B, where much of the carved sculpture at 
the site was concentrated. In fact, its location may have marked one of 
the major processional routes through the site that directed people 
through the sacred geography of creation. 

One of the primary points of entry to Izapa may have been the banks 
of the Río Izapa, which winds along the eastern periphery of the site to 
the southeast of Group G (Figure 4.4). There, as Lowe et al. (1982:257— 
259) observed, a terrace was constructed along the western bank of the 
river just south of a group of nineteen rough boulder stelae that were 
placed in a line, along with accompanying altars, in a bend of the river. A 
stone-paved ramp led down to the river bank, where a carved stone 
basin, or fountain stone, was found in situ beneath a spring on the river 
bank.? Lowe et al. (1982:259) noted that the paved ramp not only pro- 
vided convenient access to the river and spring-fed fountains but also 
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Figure 4,4 Plan showing location of 
Mounds 48 and 49 and paved ramp to Rio Izapa 
After Lowe et al. (1982:Figure 14.1) 


must have served a ceremonial purpose. They suggested that the paved 
ramp might have supported ritual processions to the spring-fed water 
that was gathered in the stone basins and may also have "served as a for- 
mal entranceway into Izapa for visiting delegations arriving from the 
east" (Lowe et al. 1982:81). Such a point of entry would have led directly 
to the ceremonial core of the site and formed a symbolic conduit between 
the sacred waters of Mound 60 and the Río Izapa itself.!° 

Confirming the significance of this ceremonial path and point of entry 
is small Mound 61 that sits adjacent to Mound 60 on its eastern side (Fig- 
ure 4.4). Lowe et al. (1982:254) noted that Mound 61 was an exceptionally 
well-constructed building with plaster floors and cut-stone walls dating 
to the Late Formative Guillen phase. Such fine construction was anom- 
alous at Izapa, where the vast majority of architecture was characterized 
by riverstone platforms. The Mound 61 structure, at the base of Coatépec 
and facing the ramp that led down to the Río Izapa, thus probably served 
an important function on ritual circuits to and from the site. As visitors 
made their way up the paved ramp from the river and slowly ascended 
the raised courtyard of Group G on their way to the heart of the site, they 
would have been greeted by this exceptional structure, framed as it were 
against the enormous Izapa version of Coatépec. Upon reaching the low 
platform of Mound 61, visitors would have been afforded a dramatic 
view of the waters of creation that flowed to the north of Mound 60 and 
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the effigy ballcourt that emerged along the water's banks, defining the 
space as a place of sacrifice and rebirth. 

Izapa declared itself to be the center of the world, a Tollan, and a place 
of creation through both a dialogue with the natural environment and 
the incorporation of a pan-Mesoamerican aesthetic vocabulary that struc- 
tured and clearly communicated the sacred nature of the site. Further- 
more, this human-built environment provided a dramatic setting in 
which demonstrations of rulership and power, in both this world and the 
other, could be performed. Fortunately, the monuments placed within 
this environment provide detailed documentation of the ceremonies en- 
acted within its confines. Their imagery also gives voice to the potent po- 
litical messages that were intricately woven into, and legitimated by, this 
cosmological context. 


The Performance of Rulership: 
Plaza Group A 


Plaza Group A (Figure 4.5) is located to the west of Mound 60 and forms 
the western boundary of the ceremonial precinct of Izapa. Together with 
Group B, it held the majority of sculpture at the site and was a locus for 
ritual activity during the Late Formative florescence of the site." Group 
A was also physically and conceptually linked to the sacred geography of 
the site core. Lowe et al. (1982:171) observed that an inlet drain formed of 
large flat stones at the southeast corner of Mound 57 served as a plaza 
drain for Group A. This drain emptied the waters from the Group A 
plaza and delivered them to the reservoir on the west side of Mound 60, 
or the primordial sea at the base of Coatépec. This Late Formative system 
of channels at Izapa followed in the same vein as the aqueducts in the sa- 
cred precincts at such Olmec sites as San Lorenzo, La Venta, and Teopan- 
tecuanitlan and foreshadowed similar systems at various sites across 
Mesoamerica through the Postclassic period.!2 

Deftly inserted into this sacred geography were stela-altar pairs that 
carried powerful propagandistic messages. Their primary message was 
the cosmological and shamanic foundations for rulership and their per- 
formance within the sacred landscape (Guernsey 1995; Kappelman 1997). 
For example, at the center of the group of stelae that abut Mound 56, re- 
cessed slightly further than its counterparts, is Stela 4. Stela 4 (Figure 4.6) 
depicts a ruler standing on a ground line in a dynamic posture and wear- 
ing the costume of a bird. He wields an ax of some sort in his left hand 
while carrying another object at his side in his right. From his forearms 


89 


Figure 4.5 Plan of Group A showing locations of major monuments, 


After Lowe et al. (1982:Figure 8,1) 
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dangle long feathers attached with a 
large knot to his wrists. He also wears 
a long-beaked headdress that is dis- 
tinctly avian. 

Hovering above the central figure 
on Stela 4 is a second, winged being 
who descends from the celestial 
sphere. His wings are spread in flight, 
and he wears a very similar beaked 
headdress to that of the figure below 
him. The wings of this descending 
figure are marked with glyphic ele- 
ments that correspond to hieroglyphs 
in the epi-Olmec script on Late For- 
mative La Mojarra Stela 1 (Figure 4.7) 
(Anderson 1993; Kaufman, personal 
communication 1995).13 According to 
John Justeson and Terrence Kauf- 
man's analysis of the La Mojarra text 
(1993), the epi-Olmec glyph on the 
right wing of the Izapa figure reads 
‘owa, or “macaw.” Hence, the costume 
of the flying figure on Stela 4 appears Figure 4.6 Izapa Stela 4. From 
to be explicitly labeled as that of a Norman (1976:Figure 3.5). 
macaw. Courtesy of New World 

Monuments that depict rulers in Archaeological Foundation 
bird costumes date back at least to 
Olmec times and have been identified as images of transformation in 
which a ruler is engaged in shamanic flight or a journey to the cosmic 
realm (Furst 1968; Reilly 1994).14 As Reilly (1994:5) argued, these per- 
formances of the shamanic journey were an aspect of an institutionalized 
shamanism that incorporated the tenets of a shamanic belief system as 
the ideological foundation for political power. In other words, a ruler 
needed not only to demonstrate his prowess in the social and political 
spheres of the natural world but also to demonstrate his ability to com- 
municate with—and manifest the powers of—the supernatural realm of 
the Otherworld. The vivid imagery of Middle Formative monuments 
records such publicly staged transformation rituals and, perhaps even 
more significantly, testifies to the highly performance-oriented nature of 
rulership (Reilly 1994). 
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Figure 4.7 Detail of flying figure from Izapa Stela 4 
and comparison of wing markings to "macaw" 
glyph from La Mojarra Stela 1. 

Drawing by Kappelman 


The dynamic pose of the ruler on Izapa Stela 4 clearly indicates some 
sort of performance. In fact, the imagery appears to represent a scene of 
ritual transformation expressed as a simultaneous vision: Below, the 
ruler performs in the costume of the bird in the earthly realm, while 
above he is envisioned as a transformed bird. The scene on Izapa Stela 4 
thus conflates the ruler's earthly performance and his otherworldly 
flight. Importantly, in his transformed persona, the ruler has been en- 
dowed with characteristics of the Principal Bird Deity, a macaw who, in 
the Popol Vuh of the Quiche Maya, was one of the primary deities of the 
last creation (Tedlock 1985; Cortez 1986; Kappelman 1997). 

The Principal Bird Deity was central to the display and legitimization of 
rulership during the Late Formative period, as monuments from Izapa, 
Kaminaljuyu, Abaj Takalik, and Zaculeu attest (Kappelman 1997). The 
cosmological foundations for this phenomenon can be traced to the myth 
of the shamanic relationship between the Maya deity Itzamna and the 
Principal Bird Deity, who was called Itzam-yeh during the Classic period 
(Schele 1992; Freidel et al. 1993). The bird Itzam-yeh was the nagual, or an- 
imal spirit companion, of the primordial shaman Itzamna.* Itzamna, la- 
beled God D in the Postclassic codices by Paul Schellhas (1904), was an 
old god who was integral to the acts of creation (Freidel et al. 1993). Clas- 
sic period vessels represent Itzamna as an artist, sage, or ifz'at and refer- 
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Figure 4.8 Esperanza-phase stuccoed vessel from Kaminalijuyu Tomb B-IL 
Drawing by Constance Cortez after Kidder et al. (1946:Figure 207e) 


ence his role as one of the modelers of the sky during creation or portray 
him as an enthroned king presiding over rituals. The name Itzamna liter- 
ally means "one who does itz" (Freidel et al. 1993). In Yucatec Maya, itz 
refers to milk; nectar; dew; juice; and bodily fluids such as sweat, semen, 
and tears. Itz is also "a morpheme whose significance is related to ideas of 
knowledge, magic, [and] occult power" (Barrera Vásquez 1980:272). As 
David Freidel et al. (1993:412) noted, the term itzam also designates 
shamans or individuals who had access to the supernatural world and 
who could manipulate the itz, or cosmic substance of the Otherworld. 
Hence, when a shaman contacted the Otherworld, that shaman was the 
earthly analogue to Itzamna, the primordial shaman. 

A stuccoed vessel from Kaminaljuyu depicts Itzamna transforming 
into his avian nagual Itzam-yeh (Figure 4.8) (Kappelman 1997).!6 All four 
figures wear the regalia associated with the bird and Itzamna, yet the fea- 
tures change from individual to individual, moving from the anthropo- 
morphic features of Itzamna to the curved beak of the Principal Bird De- 
ity Itzam-yeh. Such imagery evoked Itzamna's role as the primordial 
shaman and documented his transformation into his avian counterpart. 
As the nagual of Itzamna, the Principal Bird Deity functioned as a highly 
potent symbol of this shamanic journey. 

In accordance with their Middle Formative antecedents, Izapa Stela 4 
and similar monuments from other Late Formative sites depicted rulers 
transforming into the bird in validation of their abilities to perform the 
shamanic journey and contact the Otherworld. Through such an act of 
transformation, a ruler became the earthly analogue to the primordial 
shaman Itzamna and the heir to his shamanic powers. The importance of 
this declaration is dramatized through the prominent placement of Stela 
4 in Group A at Izapa: It literally forms the conceptual pivot for the re- 
mainder of the monuments in the group. 
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Directly across the plaza from 
Stela 4, and aligned with it to 
Tacaná, is Stela 2 (Figure 4.9) (Nor- 
man 1980). Stela 2 reiterates the 
theme of avian transformation but 
couches it within the mythological 
tradition of the Popol Vuh. Stela 2 
depicts a winged figure with a 
clearly human face descending 
into the parted branches of a fruit- 
laden tree with a crocodilian base. 
The winged figure is very clearly 
wearing the costume of the Princi- 
pal Bird Deity identified on Izapa 
Stela 4 and represents another ver- 
sion of the Izapa ruler transform- 
ing into the avian deity. The posi- 
tion of the two small figures that 
flank the tree suggests that they 

From Norman (1976:Figure 3.3). are Late Formative prototypes for 

Courtesy of New World the Hero Twins of the Popol Vuh, 
Archaeological Foundation Hunahpu and Xbalanque (Cortez 
1986:88-89). Interestingly, one 
episode from the Popol Vuh re- 
counts a battle between the Hero Twins and the Principal Bird Deity 
(called Seven Macaw) who ruled in the era of the past creation and 
claimed to serve as its celestial light (Tedlock 1985). Offended by the arro- 
gant pretense of the bird, the Hero Twins shot him down from his perch 
in a tree. 17 As Seven Macaw landed on the ground, however, he managed 
to seize the arm of Hunahpu and tear it out of him. Nevertheless, the ac- 
tions of the Hero Twins ultimately prevailed and served to terminate the 
bird's reign in the precreation era. 

The imagery of Izapa Stela 25 (Figure 2.10) references this battle be- 
tween the bird and the Hero Twins even more explicitly. Constance 
Cortez (1986:67) identified the bird in the tree on Stela 25 as a Late For- 
mative prototype for Seven Macaw of the Popol Vuh. She also noted that 
the Hero Twin who stands beneath the bird was missing his arm and re- 
lated this to the Popol Vuh narrative in which the Hero Twin lost his arm 
in the skirmish with the bird.!$ Rather than a depiction of Seven Macaw's 
destruction, however, the image portrays the bird perched in glory on 
top of the staff, adjacent to a crocodilian version of the World Tree.!? 


Figure 49 Izapa Stela 2. 
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Figure 4.10 Izapa Stela 25. From Norman 
(1976:Figure 3.26). 
Courtesy of New World Archaeological Foundation 


Moreover, Stela 25 depicts the bird as the manipulator of a serpent cord, 
or metaphorical cosmic umbilicus, that connected the natural world to 
the supernatural realm.?? 

The cosmic umbilicus that is dangled by the bird from its perch atop 
the World Tree provides a critical clue to understanding the role of the 
bird within this episode of the creation story. It is not a scene of the bird's 
defeat or death; rather, it is an image of the bird as a conduit to and 
denizen of the supernatural realm. Such a representation is in accordance 
with the bird's role as a symbol of shamanic passage into the mythic time 
and realm of the Otherworld. One of the basic tenets of shamanic trans- 
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formation is a ritual death or dismemberment that leads to a reconstitu- 
tion or rebirth (Eliade 1964). The shooting of Itzam-yeh by the Hero 
Twins thus represents symbolic transformation through death and is con- 
ceptually parallel to the act of a ruler undergoing bloodletting or a hallu- 
cinogenic trance that induced a death-like state (Guernsey 1995; Kappel- 
man 1997). 

Izapa Stela 2 features an Izapan ruler as the protagonist within this 
same mythic cycle, performing in the guise of the Principal Bird Deity. In 
fact, the imagery of Stela 2 strongly suggests that Late Formative rulers 
not only adopted the garb of the bird while performing shamanic feats 
but actually performed certain passages from the creation story in the 
persona of the avian deity. By transforming into the bird, as on Stelae 2 
and 4, rulers demonstrated their abilities to perform the shamanic jour- 
ney and grounded them within a mythological framework. These acts 
confirmed their identity as the analogues in the natural world to the pri- 
mordial shaman Itzamna and were equated with the generative acts per- 
formed by Itzamna at the time of creation. Moreover, the acts of avian 
transformation performed by Izapa rulers and memorialized on their 
monuments attest that the foundations of rulership during the Late For- 
mative period were firmly rooted in a shamanic belief system. 

This message dominated the thematic programming of Group A. Ste- 
lae that depicted avian transformations were centered at the southern 
and northern boundaries of the plaza and were axially aligned to the vol- 
cano Tacaná in the distance. This theme was reiterated on Stela 25 as well 
as on Altar 3, just to the west of Stela 4, which depicted a ruler garbed 
once again as the avian deity and hovering above a terrestrial band. Even 
more important, these carved monuments chronicled the types of rituals 
actually performed within the confines of the Group A plaza. 

Whereas the rituals that inspired these monuments can be inferred by 
the Izapa imagery, the hieroglyphic text of Late Formative La Mojarra 
Stela 1 (Figure 4.11) appears to record such a performance. According to 
Justeson and Kaufman's (1993) analysis of the La Mojarra text, the in- 
scription offers explicit documentation of a ruler's charismatic perform- 
ance that was enacted within the context of a series of rituals that cele- 
brated his accession, reign, and victorious battles. Most significant, the 
text of La Mojarra Stela 1 narrates the transformation of the ruler into a 
bird as part of a public performance during which he declared his ruler- 
ship. 

According to Justeson and Kaufman's translation of the inscription 
(1993; personal communication 1995, 1996, 1997), one important passage 
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Figure 411 La Mojarra Stela 1. 
Drawing by George Stuart 


within the text records the paraphernalia that was taken by the La Mojarra 
ruler, Harvest Mountain Lord, during a public ceremony?! Of the objects 
taken, one was a “macaw bundle" or “macaw lashing.” Importantly, the 
^macaw" glyph used to describe this bundle is the same glyph that ap- 
pears on the wings of the flying figure on Izapa Stela 4 (Figure 4.12). 
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Figure 4.12 Excerpt from text of La Mojarra Stela 1. 
Drawing by Kappelman 


The inscription then continues and includes the description of a blood- 
letting ritual performed by the ruler. After describing this bloodletting 
event, the text states that the protagonist was “arrayed” as a macaw and 
named as a “co-essence” or “shape-shifter” (Justeson and Kaufman, per- 
sonal communication 1998). The text then states that the ruler, in the per- 
sona of the macaw, declared his rulership. In other words, the ruler ap- 
pears to have let blood as the means to enable his trance journey, after 
which he donned the costume of the macaw and began his transforma- 
tion into the bird, culminating in his public declaration of rulership.?2 
The imagery of La Mojarra Stela 1 provides a visual complement to this 
narrative, as it depicts the ruler garbed in the elaborate costume of the 
Principal Bird Deity. 

La Mojarra Stela 1, although dating from several hundred years later 
than the Izapa stelae, provides a Late Formative hieroglyphic text that 
appears to narrate the imagery depicted on the nontextual Izapa monu- 
ments (Kappelman 1997). The inscription features the avian transforma- 
tion of the ruler as one of the defining moments in his public declaration 
of rulership, much as the Izapa monuments showcase the avian transfor- 
mation rituals of rulers within the sacred precincts of the site. Further- 
more, the inscription of La Mojarra Stela 1 provides unique textual docu- 
mentation of the role of the Principal Bird Deity within the vocabulary of 
rulership during the Late Formative period. 
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Figure 4.13  Izapa Stela 5. 
Drawing by Kappelman after Norman (1973:Plate 10) 


Other monuments within Group A provide further context for the per- 
formance of rulership.? Punctuating the western end of the row of stelae 
in front of Mound 56 is Stela 5, with the most complicated and dense im- 
agery of all the Izapa monuments (Figure 4.13). An enormous World 
Tree, or axis mundi, bisects the central image of Stela 5, connecting the lev- 
els of the universe and marking the center of the world. The roots of the 
tree rest on a ground line that is marked by pyramidal shapes containing 
double merlons, signs which have Middle Formative precedents and sig- 
nify the terrestrial sphere or openings into the earth (Reilly 1994:226). Be- 
low the earth band is a series of curly volutes denoting the primordial 
waters of creation that flow beneath the terrestrial layer. Above, the tree's 
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branches reach up to a sky band whose symbols recall the celestial bands 
on stelae and altars from La Venta (Stirling 1943; Quirarte 1973). The wa- 
tery basal band of Stela 5 may be a direct reference to the waters of the 
adjacent reservoir that originated in Group A. In fact, the image on Stela 
5 may be a cosmic map of sorts that charted sacred space at Izapa and de- 
fined the site as the central axis of the universe.*4 

On either side of the Stela 5 composition are two enormous, arching 
serpentine creatures who literally burp out the characters within the im- 
age: Their presence defines the scene as sacred, or supernaturally sancti- 
fied. Within their confines, a series of figures perform ritual activities. In 
the lower right corner, shaded by an umbrella held by an attendant, sits a 
figure who wears the Jester God headband of rulership and may repre- 
sent an Izapa ruler. On the opposite side of the tree, two seated figures 
face each other over a brazier and perform some sort of offering. Above, 
supernatural figures, birds, and fish cavort amidst the branches of the 
tree and volutes of the framing serpents. In effect, Stela 5 can be under- 
stood as a quasi-historical scene that framed the activities of elite ritual 
practitioners within the cosmic landscape of creation. 


Centering Rulership in the 
Cosmic Environment: Plaza Group B 


Group B is dominated by the large Mound 30 platform that supports 
eight secondary structures (Figure 4.14). Lowe et al. (1982:184) dated the 
final platform modifications to the late Guillen phase, although the 
Mound 30 pyramid itself may have had some Early Classic modifica- 
tions.?5 In front of the Mound 30 platform are three monumental stone 
pillars, each with a carved stone sphere on top (Figure 4.15). The pillars, 
which range from 115 to 135 centimeters in height, formed a triangular 
arrangement. As Karl Taube (1998) noted, this triadic arrangement is 
found throughout the Classic Maya realm in monumental and domestic 
architecture and references the three-stone hearth, a symbol that marked 
the heart, or center, of the universe26 As a metaphor for the cosmic 
hearth, the monumental pillars constitute yet another powerful aesthetic 
trope that provided the fundamental structuring principle and contex- 
tual environment for the monuments and ritual performances contained 
within Group B. 

A Classic period text on Quiriguá Stela C records one of the initial acts 
of creation that entailed setting three throne stones in order to form a 
great cosmic hearth and lay the foundation for the present universe 
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Figure 4.14 Plan of Group B showing locations of major monuments. 
After Lowe et al. (1982:Figure 9.1) 
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(Schele 1992:122-126; Freidel et al. 1993:79-84; Looper 1995a:156-165, 
1995b). In astronomical terms, this hearth referred to three stars in the 
constellation Orion that were perceived as riding the back of a turtle and 
that marked the location of the Maize God's rebirth (Schele 1992:134; 
Looper 1995b). Accordingly, the triadic arrangement of stone-capped pil- 
lars in Group B at Izapa referenced the setting of the celestial hearth. The 
pillars also declared, in powerful cosmological terms, that Izapa was the 
center of the universe and the place where the acts of creation were per- 
formed. Important, too, this theme of the three stones afforded continuity 
with the ideological program of Group A, as it was the deity Itzamna 
who set the third stone of creation and was one of the protagonists within 
this creation event.27 

The politics of rulership were also eloquently inserted into this cosmo- 
logical schema. Throne 1 (Figure 4.15) is located directly in front of the 
center pillar of the three stones of creation in Group B. When seated 
there, literally at the pivot of the cosmic hearth, the enthroned ruler not 
only commanded the political landscape but symbolically reenacted the 
founding events of the present creation. In effect, his rule was equated 
with the acts of Itzamna and the other gods that were visible in the night 
sky and that enabled the very existence of the universe. Moreover, the 
throne itself reiterated the metaphorical nature of the stones of creation as 
the thrones of creation, in which the seat of rulership was given cosmolog- 
ical legitimacy. The sculptural programming of Group B, by invoking the 
fundamental aesthetic trope of the three stones of creation, provided a 
dramatic cosmological context for political display. 

The incised designs of Throne 1 reiterated the cosmic nature of the 
ruler's role as he sat on the throne at the center of creation (Kappelman 
1997). The top of Throne 1 (Figure 4.16) bears a cartouche with scalloped 
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Figure 4.16 Cartouche 
on top of Throne 1. 
Drawing by Kappelman 
after Norman (1973:Plate 63) 


edges and centrally infixed crossed bands that mark a portal to the Oth- 
erworld. When seated upon the throne, the Izapa ruler literally became 
the conduit that linked the earthly world to the supernatural realm. Con- 
firmation of this exists on Izapa Stela 8 (Figure 4.17), which stood at one 
corner of the small platform that abutted Mound 30.2 The ruler on Stela 
8 is seated on a throne within a quatrefoil cartouche that marks the back 
of an enormous zoomorph. Significantly, the profile of the throne pic- 
tured on Stela 8 exactly reproduces that of Throne 1. Directly above the 
quatrefoil on Stela 8 is a crenellated portal that corresponds to the portal 
on Throne 1. In effect, Stela 8 visually recorded the actions performed by 
the Izapa ruler as he sat on Throne 1, passed through the cosmic portal, 
and conjured the powers of the universe. 

The carvings on the sides of Throne 1 also echo this theme (Figure 
4.15). The sides are incised with personification heads that can be identi- 
fied as versions of the personified sak nik, or “white flower," which typi- 
cally marked the end of supernatural conduits during the Late Formative 
period. The sak nik symbol carried a range of meanings that referenced 
the mythic origins of fertility and life, or the vital life forces which were 
transmitted to this world from the supernatural realm.?? When seated 
upon Throne 1, with the personified sak nik heads dangling at his feet, the 
ruler became the conduit of this vital life force: He literally channeled 
cosmic power. In this role he was also analogous to the Principal Bird De- 
ity who had manipulated the cosmic serpent conduit from the supernat- 
ural world on Stela 25 in Group A. 


Ritual Circuits and the 
Choreography of Creation 


Having examined the articulation of sacred space within the central 
precinct of Izapa, it becomes possible to reconstruct the types of rituals 
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oiii performed within that space and the 
E — E paths that they would have followed. 
^ 2) H Cy As discussed, the paved ramp off the 
por, A Rio Izapa may have provided one of 
| the most important points of entrance 
S | | into the site. Ascending the path to 
| | el the Group G plaza, one would have 
| been greeted by the finely con- 
structed Mound 61 building, framed 
against the enormous contours of 
Izapa's version of Coatépec. The mes- 
sage would have been clear: With 
each step, the landscape of creation 
was dramatically unfolding. The 
reservoirs around Mound 60 would 
have been understood as the primor- 
dial sea of creation that encircled the 
base of Snake Mountain, and the ef- 
figy ballcourt formed by Mounds 48 
and 49 would not only have con- 
From Norman (1976:Figure 3.8). firmed this identification but alluded 
Courtesy of New World to the political contests and cosmogo- 
Archaeological Foundation nic feats performed there as well. 
Perhaps from there the ritual cir- 
cuit would have continued into the 
wide plaza of Group B, whose thematic programming centered around 
the fundamental aesthetic trope of the three stones of creation. The trope 
functioned as the general structure—ideological, spatial, and sculp- 
tural—in which performances of rulership and reenactments of events 
from creation were contextualized and given meaning. That such events 
took place is verified by the imagery of Stela 8 (Figure 4.17), which pres- 
ents a snapshot of sorts of just such ritual activity. The Izapa ruler would 
have enthroned himself at the central pivot of this landscape and become 
the cosmic conduit that united the natural world to the supernatural 
realm. In so doing, he would have drawn a powerful analogy between 
his acts of rulership and the very first acts of creation in which the three 
hearthstones were set. 
Leaving the Group B plaza, one would have emerged into the enor- 
mous Group H plaza, with its vista of Coatépec and the primordial sea to 
the south and the volcano Tacaná to the north. Low Mound 46, located on 


Figure 4.17 Izapa Stela 8. 
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the banks of the reservoir, may have functioned as a dance platform 
where the ruler continued his ritual performance, framed once more 
against the backdrop of creation. 

Skirting the waters of the primordial sea, the procession may have 
ended in Group A. There, the imagery of the monuments suggests that 
the plaza space was ignited by the shamanic transformations of the Izapa 
ruler into his animal spirit companion, the Principal Bird Deity. This 
space must surely have been a place of conjuring, a place where the 
shamanic journey was performed. Moreover, as a place of magic where 
the ruler defined himself as the analogue to the primordial shaman and 
prototypical ruler Itzamna, Group A literally gave tangible form to the 
shamanic foundations for Late Formative rulership. 

In conclusion, the open plazas, architecture, sculpture, ritual circuits, 
and recorded narratives at Izapa formed part of a greater cultural struc- 
ture, or poetics, that sought to define the nature of Late Preclassic ruler- 
ship. The conjunction of these various elements—some tangible, others 
more elusive—reveals a public discourse that visualized and defined hu- 
man order and legitimized the power of the Late Formative ruling elite. 
When viewed as part of a cohesive, coherent, and cleverly articulated 
program, the messages encoded at Izapa become charged with an ancient 
vitality. 
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Notes 


1. The pertinent cultural phases for this period at Izapa include Frontera (ca. 
450-300 BC), Guillen (ca. 300-50 BC), Hato (ca. 50 BC-100 AD), and Itstapa 
(100-250 AD). According to Lowe et al. (1982:23), the vast majority of monuments 
at Izapa were carved and placed in their present positions during the Guillen 
phase. 

2. For comparative discussions of the intricate relationships between rulership, 
divinity, and access to the supernatural for the Classic Maya, see Freidel et al. 
(1993); Grube and Nahm (1994); and Houston and Stuart (1996). 

3. Lowe et al. (1982:254) dated the upper portion of the Mound 60 pyramid to 
the late Guillen phase. They suggested that Mound 25 was built entirely during 
the Frontera and Guillen phases, or roughly 500-0 BC (Lowe et al. 1982:263). 
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4. See Norman (1980) for a discussion of the astronomical orientations of the 
sculpture and architecture at Izapa. 

5. Lowe et al. (1982:171) suggested that this reservoir on the western side of 
Mound 60 may have been paved over by the end of the Guillen phase. Mound 60 
may have been enlarged again at this point in time. 

6. Numerous scholars have discussed the concept of Tollan in a Mesoamerican 
world view, including Carrasco (1982); Matos Moctezuma (1987); Florescano 
(1994); Koontz (1994); and Schele and Mathews (1998). 

7. See Matos Moctezuma (1987); Koontz (1994); Reilly (1994); Schele and 
Mathews (1998:36-40, 197-255); and Schele and Kappelman, chapter 2 in this 
volume. 

8. Lowe et al. noted that "some drainage system almost surely passes between 
the tiny Mound 49 and the huge Mound 60 pyramid" (1982:254), which suggests 
that the two parallel mounds were conceptually linked to the orchestration of sa- 
cred space around Mound 60. Mounds 48 and 49 follow in a tradition of effigy 
ballcourts that dates back to the Middle Formative at sites like Teopantecuanitlan 
(Logan Wagner, personal communication 1997; see also Martínez Donjuan 1982 
and Reilly 1994). 

9. This basin, Miscellaneous Monument 55, is accompanied slightly further 
downstream by Miscellaneous Monument 56, another carved stone basin. Details 
preserved on Miscellaneous Monument 56 include transverse lip grooves that al- 
lowed water to flow in and out through the basin (Lowe et al. 1982:281). 

10. An entrance on the eastern side of Izapa would have provided a logical 
point of entry for communication with sites such as Abaj Takalik, located only 
about 50 kilometers to the southeast of Izapa in the Pacific coastal piedmont of 
Guatemala. The Río Izapa, although relatively small, is a tributary of the Río 
Suchiate, which empties into the Pacific Ocean and is the largest river in the So- 
conusco. 

11. As Lowe et al. demonstrated, Group A was “the result of a long progression 
of Guillen-phase sculptural and construction activity. All the monuments here 
must have been in contemporaneous use or veneration as presently arranged, al- 
though they may have been sculpted over many years" (1982:159). 

12. See, for example, Coe and Diehl (1980:118-126); Koontz (1994:97); and 
Princeton (1995:99). 

13. La Mojarra Stela 1 was pulled from the Acula River at the village of La Mo- 
jarra in Veracruz, Mexico. It bears Long Count dates of 143 and 156 AD, although 
Justeson and Kaufman (1996) placed its actual date at approximately 157 AD. For 
a discussion of the epi-Olmec script on the monument, which embodies texts in a 
pre-proto-Zoquean language, see Justeson and Kaufman (1993, 1996). 

14. See, for instance, Oxtotitlan Mural 1 (Grove 1970) and La Venta Altar 4 
(Reilly 1994). 

15. For the history of this argument, see Bardawil (1976); Hellmuth (1986, 
1987); and Taube (in Houston and Stuart 1989:note 7). 

16. This Esperanza-phase cylindrical tripod was part of an assemblage of grave 
goods found in Kaminaljuyu Tomb B-II (Kidder et al. 1946). Cortez (1986:46—49) 
identified the avian figures on this vessel as part of the Principal Bird Deity com- 
plex. 
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17. Interestingly, Lipp (1991:75) recounted a similar version of this myth in 
Mixe folklore, which suggests that the story was part of a pan-Mesoamerican cre- 
ation account. 

18. Barba de Piña Chan (1990) further noted that the appendage that hangs 
from the rear underbelly of the bird on Stela 25 is the disembodied arm of Hu- 
nahpu. Izapa Stela 25 thus provides a Late Formative period prototype for the 
Classic period stucco from Toniná that not only depicts the same battle between 
the bird and Hunahpu but includes a hieroglyphic text that reads K'ak u k'ab, 
"chopped off his arm" (Schele and Looper 1996:20). 

19. Schele (1992); Freidel et al. (1993); and Looper (1995) discussed the astro- 
nomical symbolism of the creation story in which narratives are visually played 
out in the movements of the Milky Way, constellations, and planets in the night 
sky. One of the critical conformations of the Milky Way, known as the "Crocodile 
Tree," references that portion of the creation story in which the Principal Bird De- 
ity was defeated by the Hero Twin. 

20. For a discussion of the metaphorical symbolism of serpent cords and um- 
bilici, see Miller (1974); Freidel et al. (1993); Taube (1994); Looper (1995); Kappel- 
man (1997); and Looper and Kappelman (n.d.). 

21. The word ken-e, "seen, visible, in plain sight," is included in the text, indi- 
cating the public nature of this event (Justeson and Kaufman, personal communi- 
cation 1997). 

22. It is important to note here that there is Late Formative period archaeologi- 
cal evidence for bird costuming. In the Tomb II royal burial in Kaminaljuyu 
Mound E-III-3 was a bird mask that had been assembled from thirty-one green- 
stone pieces that were attached to an organic backing of some sort (Shook and 
Kidder 1952:115). A ruler wears a bird mask much like that found in the Tomb II 
burial on Kaminaljuyu Stela 11, which confirms that these masks were actually 
worn by rulers during ritual performances recorded on stela monuments. 

23. For instance, Stela 6, located at the base of Mound 56 directly in front of 
Stela 4, depicts an enormous Bufo marinus toad identifiable by the pitted parotid 
glands on its shoulders. Another Bufo marinus is represented by boulder Altar 2. 
Furst (1981) and Reilly (1989) discussed the hallucinogenic properties of the 
venom of the Bufo marinus and its association with the iconography of transfor- 
mation during the Middle Formative period. The juxtaposition of Stelae 6 and 4 
may allude to the means by which the ruler performed the trance journey. It is 
also interesting that Stelae 2, 4, and 6—with their themes of rulership, transfor- 
mation, and the shamanic journey—create the central axis of Group A and align 
directly with the volcano Tacaná in the distance (cf. Norman 1980). 

24. The primordial waters of creation were also referenced in the imagery of 
Stelae 1 and 3, which flanked Stela 2 in front of Mound 58, just south of the plaza 
drain that channeled the waters into the Mound 60 reservoir. Stela 1 appears to be 
a Late Formative version of the Maya deity Chak, the god of rain and lightning 
(Girard 1966:40; Norman 1976:87; Taube 1992:22), whereas the deity represented 
on Stela 3 possesses attributes of both Chak and God K of the Maya. These two 
stelae in Group A depict gods closely associated with rain and water, appropriate 
references for their placement adjacent to the channeled waters. 
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25. The earliest known construction of the Mound 30a pyramid dates to the 
Duende phase, sometime before 600 BC (Ekholm 1969; Lowe et al. 1982:184). A 
Late Formative burial beneath the Mound 30e platform contained an offering of 
jade beads and is indicative of the significance this group held as the location of 
the earliest ritual activity at the site. The paired stairways on the southern edge of 
the platform also suggest a ceremonial or processional function (Lowe et al. 
1982:184). 

26. See also Pearson and Richards (1994) for a discussion of the symbolism of 
the domestic hearth at the world center. 

27. The text of Quiriguá Stela C records that the third stone of creation, a water 
throne, was set by Itzamna (Schele 1992:125; Looper 1995b). 

28. Norman (1976:105) noted the parallels between Izapa Throne 1 and Stela 8, 
as did Taube (1998), who compared Throne 1 to an altar from El Perú that also de- 
picts a ruler enthroned within a cartouche. The text on the El Perú altar describes 
the cartouche as tu yol ak, “in the portal of the turtle,” thereby placing the vision 
of the enthroned ruler within the context of the Maize God's rebirth. 

29. See Freidel et al. (1993:183-185); Looper (1995:131-134); Kappelman 
(1997:77-132), and Looper and Kappelman (n.d.) for more complete discussions 
of the symbolism of the sak nik form. 
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Dance Performances at Quiriguá 


MATTHEW G. LOOPER 


Since the time that European visitors to Mesoamerica first saw the an- 
cient cities of the Maya, explorers assumed that the grand architectural 
spaces of these cities were originally sites of pageants or spectacles. In the 
sixteenth-century report of Diego García de Palacio to the king of Spain, 
for example, the writer suggested that certain platforms at Copán were 
used for mitotes, or dances, similar to those performed by the contempo- 
rary Maya of Yucatán and Guatemala (Palacio 1985). In addition, modern 
scholars have used an ethnographic analogy with contemporary Maya 
dances to propose that dance performances took place in the central 
zones of various Maya cities (Schele and Freidel 1990:103-129; Schele and 
Grube 1990; Freidel et al. 1993:257-292). Nevertheless, the precise charac- 
terization of dance movements has eluded scholars, nor have they been 
able to place specific dance movements in their architectural contexts. A 
detailed study of the relations of space and performance among the an- 
cient Maya has been lacking. 

To begin to address this issue, it is useful to consider another 
Mesoamerican culture, the Aztecs, for whom both ethnohistorical and ar- 
chaeological evidence is available. For the Aztecs, the most important 
space in the empire was the central ceremonial precinct of Tenochtitlán 
with its epicenter, the Templo Mayor (Matos Moctezuma 1988). Part of 
the significance of this space is owed to its location, at the center of the 
Aztec capital city on a site chosen for them by the gods. In addition, the 
space was empowered by its manner of construction. The various build- 
ings were conceived as embodiments of core myths of the Aztecs, having 
to do with their migrations through various sacred locations where im- 
portant supernatural events occurred. The space was also embellished 
with elaborate sculpted and painted programs, which communicated 
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these mythic associations. Art itself, as well as multiple layers of con- 
struction with associated offerings, imbued the space with supernatural 
energy. Further, the space was laid out according to alignments with ce- 
lestial bodies, thereby assuring the integration of site with natural envi- 
ronment. 

In addition to its constructed meanings, which were relatively stable or 
accrued over time, the ceremonial precinct of Tenochtitlán also had nu- 
merous ritual meanings—transient meanings that were determined by 
performance. The very presence of priests, rulers, and other powerful fig- 
ures in and near the central precinct imbued the space with sacred quali- 
ties, as did the creation and housing of deity images that were housed 
within its walls. The significance of the space was also intermittently 
manifested through various ritual and dance ceremonies performed in its 
confines. One of the most important of these dances was performed dur- 
ing the Izcalli festival, a commemoration of the five "empty days" that 
preceded the Aztec new year, was celebrated every fourth year. De- 
scribed by Fray Sahagün (1951-70, Volume 2:151-152), the "Lordly 
Dance" performed on this occasion by Moctezuma in the company of the 
highest Aztec lords consisted of the fourfold circling of the principal rit- 
ual plaza of Tenochtitlán, in front of the Templo Mayor. As interpreted by 
R. F. Townsend (1979:47), this ritual movement within the cosmologically 
defined space adjacent to the Templo Mayor purified both city and em- 
pire in preparation for the ceremonies of yearly renewal. The functions of 
the main plaza of Tenochtitlán illustrate vividly how cultural meanings 
of space are determined through performance (see Reese-Taylor and 
Koontz, chapter 1 in this volume). In addition, the Izcalli festival exem- 
plifies the political functions of performance. The deep meanings imbued 
in the sacred precinct over time rendered it qualitatively different from 
other spaces; thus, actions performed in this microcosmic space had pro- 
found implications for the macrocosm. 

In analyzing the meanings of this performance, the particular form of 
the Lordly Dance deserves special notice. Although little is mentioned of 
the fine details, the circling motion of the procession is extremely impor- 
tant, for it is semantically loaded. In short, it is a cosmic diagram, based 
on the perceived movement of the sun around the Earth that orders both 
space and time from the epicenter of a ceremonial precinct. Another well- 
known manifestation of this pattern is seen in the great Calendar Stone, 
in which day names are arranged in a ring, inscribed within the cosmo- 
logical structure of the solar disk. Many other examples of this pattern or 
aesthetic trope of circular space-time could be cited throughout 
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Mesoamerican history (see Reese-Taylor and Koontz, chapter 1 in this 
volume). In contemporary Chamula, for example, a similar performance 
is conducted during the Festival of Games, a calendrical ceremonial cycle 
during which the moral Tzotzil Maya world is ritually destroyed and 
recreated (Gossen 1986). At the climax of the festival, the principal per- 
formers, or Passions, who are charged with caring for the head of the 
Sun / Christ, run into the ceremonial center and circle it counterclockwise 
three times. This motion has clear cosmological significance, as it maps 
out the movement of the sun on a horizontal plane.* Following this per- 
formance, the performers conduct a fire walk, which represents the as- 
cent of the Sun/Christ into the heavens and the reordering of the cosmos. 
At Chamula as well as Tenochtitlán, circular performances established 
the cosmological significance of calendar ceremony through a patterning 
of human movements and timing onto a sacred landscape. 

In the present chapter, I propose a reconstruction of the dance perform- 
ances that took place at the Classic Maya city of Quiriguá (Izabál, 
Guatemala), in association with a large platform designated 1A-1. Using 
spatial analysis and the iconography and programming patterns of public 
sculpture associated with this platform, I will suggest that the platform 
and its sculpture program provided a setting for dance performances that 
took place during the festivals of period ending the Classic Maya anniver- 
sary of the ritual calendar. Further, I will suggest that these festivals fea- 
tured a circular counterclockwise dance that was symbolically associated 
with the renewal of cyclical temporal periods in Mesoamerican ritual, 
analogous to the Lordly Dance of the Aztecs. The performances that took 
place in the context of this platform support the identification of circular 
space-time as an important Mesoamerican aesthetic trope. 


Ancient Maya Dance Performance 


Before considering the nature of dances associated with Platform 1A-1 at 
Quiriguá, it is useful to review the cultural significance of Maya dance 
performance. Elsewhere, I argued that ancient and modern Maya dance 
constitutes a continuous cultural tradition (Looper 1991). Of course, con- 
tact with European culture has substantially changed forms and mean- 
ings of Maya ritual (Bricker 1981). However, pre-Hispanic and contem- 
porary dance share a number of general characteristics. Dance may be 
considered a type of performance, functioning within both ancient and 
modern Maya society as an important medium through which basic cul- 
tural principles are forged and communicated (Looper 1991; Freidel et al. 
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1993:257—292). Generally speaking, Maya ceremonial dance may be char- 
acterized as the formalized rhythmic movement of costumed people per- 
formed to musical accompaniment before an audience (Looper 1991:11). 
In addition, the social functions of dance are encoded in the very term 
used to refer to the activity. Terms for dance among the modern Maya 
have various roots and derivations. In K'ichean languages, the term is a 
cognate of xajoj, which is related to the word for sandal. Speakers of Yu- 
catecan and Ch'olan, the languages most closely related to the ancient 
Maya script, use a cognate of ak'ot, which is derived from the root ak’, 
"give, offer,” plus a passive suffix -ot (Martha Macri 1997, personal com- 
munication). N. Grube (1992) identified the glyphic expressions for dance 
in the Classic inscriptions, assigning the stem a value of AHK'OT. Al- 
though affixation patterns may indicate a slightly different reading, it is 
clear that the Classic period word for dance was derived from the term 
for making an offering. In fact, some Classic period texts use the same 
main sign to compose words for both "dance" and "offer."? This linguis- 
tic connection firmly established the sacrificial connotations of dance 
among the Maya. 

Both ancient dances and the traditional dances of the modern Maya 
serve important social and political functions (Looper 1991:20—24). Cen- 
tral to Maya dance performance is the generation of a context for super- 
natural contact through the wearing of sacred costume, the manipulation 
of holy objects, the execution of certain steps, and the trance states in- 
duced by rhythmic music and movement as well as the consumption of 
intoxicants. Ethnohistorical and ethnographic evidence demonstrates 
that Maya sacrificial rituals often took the form of a dance, serving to 
open the paths between the worlds of humans and the gods that allowed 
for the bestowal of divine blessings on society (Looper 1991:17--20). 

The Maya interpretation of dance costumes and implements as the ves- 
sels for divine power also bestowed upon the wearer a certain prestige. 
In many cases, especially for the ancient Maya, this prestige was trans- 
lated into political currency, and the dancer was guaranteed social status. 
In a similar manner, prestige accrued for the performer when ancient 
Maya performance represented important historical or mythological ac- 
tions. Such pageants associated the performer with great events. An ad- 
ditional political implication of communal Maya dance performance, 
however, is the reinforcement of horizontal social relationships through 
the representation of communal and ethnic history or myth. Such per- 
formances are powerful means of generating community cohesion and 
identity. 
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Figure 5.1 Bonampak Temple 1, Room 1, south wall mural, 
detail of lower register. Drawing by Linda Schele 


Because the focus of Classic Maya art is on the representation of elite or 
supernatural subjects, there is insufficient evidence to document commu- 
nity participation in dances. Ancient Maya dance was usually repre- 
sented as a solo royal performance or as a small elite ensemble, as in the 
dance scene from Room 1 of Structure 1 at Bonampak (Figure 5.1) (Hous- 
ton 1984). In fact, the texts that accompany the three dancing figures in 
this scene include not only the verb for dance but also various elite titles, 
such as ch’ok “prince”, ajaw “lord”, and k’uhul ajaw “holy / god lord” (see 
Houston 1984; Grube 1992). In other instances in which there is no tex- 
tual reference to dance, such as a panel from Palenque in the Dumbarton 
Oaks collection, artists depicted figures with the heel of one foot raised in 
order to indicate a dance ritual (Coe and Benson 1966:16). The appear- 
ance of the dance glyph in association with the figure of the Yaxchilán 
ruler in the heel-raised posture on a panel from the Yaxchilán region (Fig- 
ure 5.2) confirms this posture as an iconographic indicator of dance 
(Grube 1992). Dancing supernatural beings also comprise an important 
genre of Maya representation and are often shown in the heel-raised pos- 
ture. For example, the Maize God is often shown in Maya ceramics as a 
dancer (Figure 5.3) (Looper 1991; Freidel et al. 1993:276-284). 

Although the heel-raised posture allows an identification of certain fig- 
ures in Maya art as dancers, it is unlikely that this is a literal depiction of 
à dance position in which the feet are turned outward. It seems likely that 
this position is meant to represent the weight-shift that results from for- 
ward movement through space. The image results from the convention 
of representing legs in profile rather than frontally. The posture may also 
represent a "stomp step," in which the ball of the foot is pounded on the 
ground with the other foot remaining in place (Kathryn Reese-Taylor 
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. Site R Lintel 4 . 
Figure 5.2 Lintel from Yaxchilán region. 


Drawing by Nikolai Grube 


1991, personal communication). Either way, the heel-raised posture is 
clearly a conventional reference to dancing motion that is not specific to 
particular dances. Often, artists elected to exclude even the minimal dy- 
namism of the heel-raised posture in representations of dance. For in- 
stance, on Yaxchilán Lintel 53, the text indicates that the king is dancing, 
yet the royal figure is rendered in a highly rigid pose. An important im- 
plication of this representation from Yaxchilán is that many of the static 
images of kings on stelae could connote dance performances, represent- 
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Figure 5.3 Maize God as a dancer, 
Drawing by Looper after a polychrome vessel 


ing them in a nonliteral fashion that preserves the static monumentality 
of the royal portrait. 

Even though most Maya art is not concerned with the literal depiction 
of the motions of historical dances, there are a few salient exceptions that 
should be mentioned. One example appears on a vase that shows war- 
riors leading a captive to sacrifice (see Schele and Miller 1986:232, 233), 
The artist who decorated this vase painted the figures marching continu- 
ously around the vessel so that, as the vase is held in the hand and ro- 
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tated, the viewer's impression is of a circular procession. Exactly this sort 
of procession, in which captives are paraded by captors in a circular 
route, is described in early ethnohistorical sources as a dance (Tozzer 
1941:117-118). Another possible movement that may be reconstructed di- 
rectly from ancient representations is the spinning or twirling motion of a 
sacrificial dance. Appearing in the art of several sites near the Usumac- 
inta River, including Bonampak and Yaxchilán, this motion is implied by 
long panels that project from dancers' waists, as if sustained by the cen- 
trifugal forces generated by a spinning dancer (Schele and Miller 
1986:193; Tate 1992:228). Owing to the elaborate representation in the 
murals of Bonampak Structure 1, Room 3, we are able to reconstruct the 
specific architectural context for the spinning dance. In this image, the 
dancers are shown arrayed on a stepped structure that is apparently a 
representation of the terraced hillside upon which Structure 1 was built 
(Ruppert et al. 1955; Miller 1986). The unusual images of dance at 
Bonampak are strong evidence that certain Maya architectural settings 
served as the venue for the presentation of dances. 


Dance Iconography at Quiriguá 


In contrast to the complex panoramic and narrative compositions found 
at Bonampak and other sites, royal imagery at Quiriguá conforms to a 
narrow range of representation that is relatively formalized and confined 
to monumental sculpture. At Quiriguá, such imagery was concentrated 
in a ceremonial precinct built on the banks of the Motagua River in a pro- 
gram associated with Platform 1A-1. One of the most important com- 
plexes of monumental art and architecture known from the ancient Maya 
world, the 1A-1 program was commissioned by the prominent Late Clas- 
sic king of Quiriguá, K'ak Tiliw Chan Yoat, or K'ak Tiliw for short 
(Looper 1995a). The Platform 1A-1 program of K'ak Tiliw is particularly 
relevant to this study because it remains intact. Thus, the program's vi- 
sual and spatial dimensions remain assessable ir situ, a valuable asset in 
the reconstruction of its functions in the context of performance. The pro- 
gram consists of five large stelae and one ceremonial throne erected be- 
tween 761-780 AD in a quadrilateral formation, facing southward, atop a 
broad, low platform (approximately 100 x 85 x 0.5 meters) (Figure 5.4). 
Stelae D, E, and F mark three of the corners of this quadrilateral, whereas 
the triad of Stelae A and C and Zoomorph B marks the fourth (Looper 
1995b). A seventh monument, Zoomorph G, is located adjacent to Stelae 
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Figure 5.4 Plan of Quiriguá Great Plaza. 
Modified after Jones et al. (1983:28). 
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E and F, but because this monument was placed after the death of K’ak 
Tiliw, it is not considered to be part of the program. 

The northern end of the 1A-1 platform is defined by a tall structure, 
1A-3, which originally featured a broad stairway that extended along 
most of its south face (Coe and Sharer 1979:15). The stelae in this group 
(Stelae F, D, E, C and A) display texts on their east and west faces and 
royal portraits on their south faces. Their north faces feature either addi- 
tional royal portraits or, as in the cases of Stelae À and C, supernatural 
beings. Zoomorph B represents a supernatural polymorph (the "Cosmic 
Monster"), which faces southward and is adorned on its east, north, and 
west sides with hieroglyphic texts (Stone 1983). Each monument of the 
Platform 1A1 program commemorates the ending of a ho'tun (five x 360- 
day year) period, an anniversary of the ordering of the cosmos that oc- 
curred in the remote past. 

In each monument of the Platform 1A-1 program, the figures of the 
king are rendered in rigid, frontal poses, with only the king's arms and 
the objects he holds breaking the strict bilateral symmetry of the compo- 
sitions (Figure 5.5). Thus, the reconstruction of ancient dances at 
Quiriguá must be based on information other than figural composition 
or posture. Of particular importance in this regard are various costume 
elements that appear in the stela compositions that are elsewhere associ- 
ated with dance. Seen at Bonampak, Yaxchilán, and elsewhere, the fea- 
tures prominent in Maya dance representation include frontal pose, rela- 
tive isolation in the composition, elaborate feather headdresses and back 
racks, and the manipulation of objects (see Grube 1992). At Quiriguá, 
each royal image of the Platform 1A-1 stelae is rendered with stacked 
feathered headdresses and ceremonial objects in the hands, as seen on 
Yaxchilán Lintel 53. On Stelae D (Figure 5.5) and E, south and north 
faces, each image of the king is shown holding a shield and God K 
scepter. The two objects correspond to dance implements shown on 
other Maya monuments in which the king is clearly shown in a dance 
posture, as on Tzum Stela 3. On Yaxchilán Lintel 53, the dance glyph ac- 
companies a scene of the king performing with the same God K and 
shield. 

Another feature of the Quiriguá Platform 1A-1 stela portraits that indi- 
cates dance ritual is the set of shell tinklers worn dangling from the heavy 
belt. Such tinklers would have generated percussive rhythms as the king 
danced and are also worn by the dancer shown on Tzum Stela 3. The elab- 
orate high-backed sandals worn by K'ak Tiliw in the Quiriguá representa- 
tions may also be associated with the dance because they are not a part of 
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everyday royal attire as repre- 
sented in ancient Maya art. Such 
sandals appear in many images 
that have been identified as dance 
ritual, such as Tzum Stela 3, Yax- 
chilán Stela 11 and Lintel 5, and 
the Palenque House D piers (see 
Freidel et al. 1993:269, 272, 274). 

Whereas the dance costumes of 
the king shown on Quiriguá Ste- 
lae D and E are represented 
widely in Maya art and may not 
be associated with a specific cere- 
monial occasion, the imagery of 
Stelae F, C, and A evokes a dance 
performance that concerned the 
theme of cosmogenesis (Looper 
1995a). Such a “Dance of Cre- 
ation" is also suggested in the 
polychrome vases that show the 
Maize God in the guise known as 
the Holmul Dancer (Figure 5.3) 
(see Taube 1985; Freidel et al. 
1993:274-286). As noted by vari- 
ous scholars, these images show 
the Maize God dancing with a 
cosmological back rack. Usually, 
the central icon of this back rack is 
a throne constructed of bones, 
upon which is seated one of sev- 
eral animals: jaguar, reptile, or 
monkey. These thrones seem to 
correspond to three thrones that 
were set under the authority of the 
Maize God on 13.0.0.0.0 4 Ajaw 8 
Kumk'u (13 August 3114 BC), ac- 
cording to the text of Quiriguá 
Stela C (Schele 1992:121-150). 

The key images associated with 
this dance as it took place at 
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Quirigua Stela D North 
Figure 5.5 Quiriguá Stela D, 
north face. Drawing by Looper 
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Figure 5.6 


Quiriguá Stelae C, north face. 


Drawing by Looper 


Quiriguá appear on Stelae A and C 
north (Figure 5.6). Each of these im- 
ages features a supernatural being 
shown with the heel-raised posture 
widely associated with dance (Kubler 
1969:17). Nikolai Grube (1996, per- 
sonal communication) identified the 
Stela A figure as a jaguar god named 
Ik' Hun or Ik' Hunal (“Black Head- 
band”), who is named on the west text 
of the same stela. The Stela C figure is 
the patron of the hab” period Pax. The 
two figures are adorned with the 
triple knots associated with blood sac- 
rifice, and they grasp twisted cords 
that descend from a celestial register 
marked by a sky band and Celestial 
Bird. The flower symbols and termi- 
nal heads of these cords reveal their 
identity as sak nik, or “white flower,” a 
metaphor for the Maya breath (Freidel 
et al. 1993:99-106, 182-184; Looper 
1995a:131-134). In Maya cosmology, 
the white flower cords functioned as a 
“cosmic umbilicus,” which the gods 
caused to descend from the sky at the 
dawn of Creation and through which 
gods were continually reborn into the 
world (Schele and Looper 1996:93). In 
astronomical terms, the sky umbilicus 
was conceived as the pathway of the 
ecliptic, which, emerging from the 
zenith, stretched toward the east and 
west. It was through this celestial um- 


bilicus that the planets, sun, and moon were born and died. On Quiriguá 
Stelae A and C, the white flower cords actually fall toward the east and 
west due to the orientation of the monument. In sum, the imagery of 
these stelae refers to a supernatural dance associated with the period 
ending, during which sacrifice brings forth the emergence of white 
flower cords of birth, a potent event central to cosmogenesis. 


Dance Performances at Quiriguá 125 


The south faces of these two mon- 
uments also show events related to 
Creation, but in this case, the actor is 
the ruler, K'ak Tiliw, instead of a su- 
pernatural being (Figure 5.7) 
(Looper 1995b). On each of the mon- 
uments, the ruler is shown holding a 
throne constructed of jaguar pelt 
and crossed bones. The Stela C 
throne is adorned with jaguar heads, 
whereas snake heads terminate that 
of Stela A. These heads identify the 
thrones as the first two thrones set 
by the gods in primordial times. 
Thus, the programming of Stelae A 
and C contrasts imagery of royal 
and divine performances that repre- 
sent key moments in the narrative of 
cosmogenesis. The placement of 
these images on period-ending ste- 
lae served to explicate the signifi- 
cance of the period ending as a re- 
enactment of the creation of the 
cosmos. 

Stela F, the initial monument of 
the 1A-1 program, explores the 
same theme as Stelae A and C, al- 
though it presents the king as the 
sole actor. On the south face (Figure 
5.8), the king is shown holding a 
double-headed serpent, which 
stretches from the apex of the mon- 
ument marked by Celestial Bird. 
This double-headed serpent is iden- 
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Quirigua Stela A South 

Figure 5.7 

Quiriguá Stelae A, south face. 
Drawing by Looper 


tified as yet another representation of the sky umbilicus, not only be- 
cause the umbilicus is commonly represented as a snake, but because 
on Stela F it stretches from the celestial realm toward the east and west, 
like the ecliptic. In addition, on Stela F south, the body of the snake is 
composed of linked earflare assemblages. In Maya iconography, the 
earflare is often represented as a flower or with floral attributes, and 
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Figure 5.8 Quiriguá Stela F, 


south face (partial). 
Drawing by Looper 


many actual earflares are fashioned 
in the shape of flowers. Further, in 
contemporary Maya cosmology, the 
ecliptic is sometimes called a “path of 
flowers” (Holland 1963:77), firmly as- 
sociating the representation of Stela F 
with the imagery seen on Stelae A 
and C. 

Although the southern royal image 
of Stela F casts the king as a creator 
deity, manifesting the ecliptic-umbili- 
cus in the sky, the north face of the 
monument displays the king in a con- 
trasting guise (Figure 5.9). Here, the 
king's headdress is adorned with ver- 
tically oriented water bands (marked 
with doubled disks and dots), which 
are gripped by personified waterlilies. 
The north face of Stela F, then, places 
the king in the watery Underworld, 
out of which life springs and into 
which the dead fall. The two faces of 
Stela F commemorate royal dances in 
contrasting heavenly and under- 
worldly guises that dramatized the 
king as a world-creator. The adorn- 
ment of a period-ending monument 
with such imagery reinforced the sig- 
nificance of the festival as a celebra- 
tion of cosmogenesis. On Stela F, as in 
Stelae A and C, the royal images pre- 
serve and document the performances 
that transformed myth into history 
and sanctified the festival celebration. 


Platform 1A-1 as a Performance Space 


Whereas the imagery of the Platform 1A-1 monuments allows the identi- 
fication of the dances that were performed in their midst, the structure of 
the platform space itself may be analyzed to determine its ritual function. 
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The prototype for the Platform 1A-1 pro- 
gram at Quiriguá is found in the early 
Classic foundations of the city, around 
the early fifth century AD. In emulation 
of the larger centers of Tikal and espe- 
cially Copán, to which early Quiriguá 
was subordinate, the provincial center 
was fitted with raised platforms sup- 
porting small superstructures and ac- 
cented with carved stelae. Two of these 
complexes have been identified—one lo- 
cated on a hilltop west of the current 
floodplain center, designated Locus 002, 
or Group A, and another, Group 3C-7, lo- 
cated in the floodplain, north of the cur- 
rent site core (Morley 1935:49; Ashmore 
1980, 1981; Ashmore et al. 1983:58-60; 
Sharer et al. 1983:43). The low, broad 
stone-faced earthen platforms typical of 
this period served as the foci for public 
ritual, apparently providing an elevated 
stage for performances. The texts and 
imagery of the stelae that were probably 
placed in front of these complexes (Stela 
U and Monument 26) specified the cere- 
monial significance of the architecture. 
Their modestly scaled royal portraits 
show the king in a state of communica- 
tion with the supernatural world, mak- 
ing permanent the periodic rituals that 
took place on the platforms (Looper 
1995a:33-54). 

Following the abandonment of the 
Early Classic floodplain center and a 
Middle Classic hiatus, Quiriguá's archi- 
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Figure 5.9 Quiriguá Stela F, 


north face (partial). 
Drawing by Looper 


tectural and monumental traditions were revived in the eighth century, 
shortly after the accession of K'ak Tiliw in 724 AD. By the 750s, K'ak 
Tiliw had rejuvenated the stela tradition of the city by specifically copy- 
ing the iconographic, stylistic, and textual modes of the local Early Clas- 
sic monumental tradition (Looper 1995a:90-124). The architectural con- 
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text for the king’s first three stelae (H, J, and probably S), however, differs 
from the Early Classic model. Instead of positioning stelae in front of 
platforms and thereby subordinating them to architecture, the ruler dis- 
played his elaborate monuments in a spacious plaza north of the newly 
renovated acropolis, demarcated on the west by the Motagua River and 
on the east by a series of low mounds (Figure 5.4). The large open space 
of the Great Plaza had a distinctly public character, having been visible 
from the river, with at least one dock allowing for the mooring of canoes 
(Ashmore et al. 1983:56). The Great Plaza could easily have held the en- 
tire projected population of the Quiriguá area, and its scale suggests that 
the plaza may have been designed to accommodate people from distant 
regions (see Schortman 1993:201). In fact, archaeological evidence does 
attest to the presence of such crowds in the Great Plaza, for ceramic frag- 
ments were found ground into the plaza surface (Jones et al. 1983:10). 

As a setting for mass spectacle, this new monumental locus at 
Quiriguá seems to have been inspired specifically by the earlier sculpture 
program of the king 18 Rabbit (Waxaklajun Ub'ah K'awil) at Copán. 
Here, K'ak Tiliw's former overlord constructed a large open plaza, ac- 
cented by monumental sculptures that have been interpreted as proces- 
sional markers and pilgrimage shrines (Newsome 1991). As with the 18 
Rabbit's program at Copán, the open space of the Quiriguá Great Plaza 
set off K'ak Tiliw's monuments as independent sculptures, emphasizing 
their likely role as the focal points of processions. Quiriguá Stela H, in 
particular, seems to have served as a processional marker, as it was 
erected near a canoe dock at the entrance to the Great Plaza. The symbol- 
ism of stelae as pathways of supernatural communication strongly sup- 
ports the interpretation of these monuments as loci for sacrifice and 
prayer. Indeed, the quantities of modeled effigy censer fragments found 
in the Great Plaza, often in association with the monuments, lend sup- 
port to this hypothesis because incense was a standard offering to the 
Maya gods (Benyo 1979:565; Ashmore 1981). 

K'ak Tiliw's Platform 1A-1 program, which was initiated in 761 AD, 
north of the Great Plaza monuments, represented a return to the Early 
Classic local tradition of monumental placement. The new program, 
however, was far grander than anything that had been attempted before 
and was richer in performance possibilities than its antecedents. Of par- 
ticular importance in establishing a theatrical nature for the 1A-1 pro- 
gram was its architectural backdrop, Structure 14-3. This structure 
bounded the stage visually, providing a field of reference for viewing the 
monuments placed atop the platform as well as performers. The six 
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monoliths themselves seem to have served as stage properties, taking an 
active role in the generation of the theatrical environment. Notably, the 
diminished size of the monuments nearest to Structure 1A-3 (Stelae A, C, 
and D and Zoomorph B) relative to the two stelae near the platform edge 
(E and F), generates a false perspective that enhances the sense of depth 
of the platform space when viewed from the front (south). Ample space 
for the audience was provided on the south, east, and west sides of the 
platform, bounded by low mounds on the east and the river on the west. 
Viewers may also have been positioned on the stairway of Structure 1A- 
3, looking down upon the platform. The resulting frontal stage configura- 
tion recalls the raised, covered stages mentioned in sixteenth- and seven- 
teenth-century reports of Maya dances (Ponce 1932:328; Tovilla 1960:183; 
Estrada Monroy 1979:168). 

In addition to its function as a frontal stage, however, K'ak Tiliw's plat- 
form provided ample space in both south-north and east-west axes to 
support a full range of movement. The quadrilateral arrangement of 
monuments on Platform 1A-1, as well as their squared cross-sections, are 
crucial in defining the rectilinear planar quality of this space. Indeed, just 
as the imagery of the monuments in this group defines the period ending 
as a replay of creation through royal agency, the symbolic associations of 
the square, cardinally oriented figure amplified the significance of the pe- 
riod-ending rituals. The cosmic symbolism derived from the movement 
of the sun throughout the year, from rising and setting points on the 
southern horizon during the winter solstice, to stations on the northern 
horizon during the summer solstice. Rafael Girard (1962:45) documented 
the marking of these solstitial points with stones by the Ch’orti’ Maya 
and interpreted it as a fundamental definition of the cosmos. This defini- 
tion of the cosmos by four directional markers is documented for post- 
conquest Maya and other Mesoamerican groups (see Thompson 
1970:194—196, 331-373). It seems likely that the quadrilateral grouping of 
monuments on Platform 1A-1 relates to a Classic period cognate of these 
concepts, representing an abstract map of the cosmos. Each monument 
set up by K'ak Tiliw for a period ending dramatized the creation of the 
cosmos that the festival celebrated and thereby enhanced the mythos of 
the king as a creator god. 

Apart from its symbolic import, the distribution of monuments atop 
Platform 1A-1 generates a spatial matrix strongly suggestive of particular 
movement patterns. The twinned southern stelae, E and F, function for- 
mally as a gateway, implying that the passage between them served as a 
processional entryway. The placement of Zoomorph G directly on this 
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pathway is particularly telling in this respect, for the monument served 
as the death memorial for the great king. The Maya frequently placed 
such funerary monuments in principal entryways of architectural groups 
in order to “terminate” the spaces within (Schele and Miller 1986:74). For 
example, Palenque Temple 14 was constructed upon the death of the 
king Kan B'alam to block the principal entry to the Cross Group, for 
which Kan B'alam was the patron (Schele and Miller 1986:65, 74). 

Sophisticated new approaches to programming of monumental texts 
and images atop Platform 1A-1 complemented K'ak Tiliw's overwhelm- 
ing new setting for narrative performance at Quiriguá. Beginning with 
Stela F, the texts of K'ak Tiliw's monuments are structured around the 
comparison of the current monument dedication event with supernatu- 
ral period-ending events in the extremely ancient past. Reading sequen- 
tially from east to west sides, the texts of Stelae D, E, and F state the cur- 
rent dedication date, provide a paradigmatic supernatural period-ending 
event, and then recount selected historical events up to a restatement of 
the current period ending. The climax of the program, comprised of the 
texts of the twin stelae A and C that occupy the northwest corner of the 
platform, also focuses the narrative on historical and mythological pe- 
riod endings but reorders the sequence and inserts an account of cosmo- 
genesis. On each monument of the Platform 1A-1 program, the texts con- 
form to a reading order of east to west, generating an organic unity for 
the program. Although the hieroglyphic narrative patterns of K'ak 
Tiliw’s Platform 1A-1 were inspired by certain texts of the earlier ruler of 
Copán, 18 Rabbit, K'ak Tiliw's texts represent a simplification of previous 
models. Eschewing nearly all dynastic information, these texts promul- 
gate a supernatural persona of the ruler, who is capable of directly tap- 
ping spiritual energies. 

Like the monuments’ texts, the images of the 1A-1 stelae may be read 
in a specific sequence, from south to north, generating patterns of cause 
and effect and complementation (Looper 1995a). The figures that adorn 
the south and north faces of K'ak Tiliw's monuments atop Platform 1A-1 
proclaim the supernatural charter of the king's authority. These images 
place the king in contrasting supernatural or earthly realms, as in Stelae 
D and E, or show him invested with the trappings of a deity who 
presided over cosmic creation, as in Stela F, C, and A and Zoomorph B. 
Although the basic two-faced figural composition of these monuments 
may have been inspired by earlier models at Copán, its specific imple- 
mentation at Quiriguá was innovative and served to reinforce the narra- 
tive content of the texts. 
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In sum, the squared shapes of the monuments themselves, with figures 
and texts oriented systematically to the four cardinal directions, rein- 
forces the formal quality of the Platform 1A-1 space as a bounded enve- 
lope with movements directed inward and across the stage, from left to 
right. These qualities of the monuments, in addition to their placement in 
a rough quadrilateral at the four corners of the platform, may suggest 
that the kind of movement that took place among them was circular. The 
initiation of the monumental program on the platform with Stela F im- 
plies that the circuit was begun with a right-hand turn upon entering the 
platform space in order to pass this monument first. The placement of 
texts on Zoomorphs B and G reinforces this pattern because a counter- 
clockwise movement around the monuments is required to read them. 
Such movements may have been manifested as pilgrimage routes or cir- 
cular dances akin to the Kolomche” documented in the sixteenth-century 
Yucatán (Tozzer 1941:93-94) or the sacrificial dances described by other 
early chroniclers (Villagutierre y Soto-Mayor 1983:302; Palacio 1985:40). 

As in the Aztec new year ceremonies and the Chamula Festival of 
Games, the monumental program at Quiriguá commemorated the re- 
birth of the cosmos. A circular dance within its confines would have en- 
hanced the symbolic import of the program, drawing attention to the 
quadrilateral arrangement of monuments and characterizing the plat- 
form space as a cosmogram. Not only does the imagery of the Platform 
1A-1 monuments derive from dance costume, but the sculptures also de- 
fine performance spaces through their formal qualities and integration 
with the architecture. In this setting, the sculptures memorialize the pub- 
lic dances and pageants that took place in the spaces surrounding them. 
The monuments' imagery and arrangement evoke important aspects of 
the period-ending festival's symbolic significance as a celebration of cos- 
mic renewal, as well as create a venue for the dramatic presentation of 
this festival. 

At Quiriguá, the portrayal of the king on the stelae as a dancer served 
to integrate the king into this nexus of power. Maya royal portraiture was 
conceived not as mere abstraction but as an embodiment of the persona 
of the ruler (Stuart 1996). Thus, the monuments' imagery and placement 
may be characterized as a surrogate royal performance, frozen in the 
medium of stone. The monuments represent the Quiriguá king as an ac- 
tive performer, not only through his costume but by the monuments' po- 
sitions, which mark key body positions in the space of the platform. As 
with the monuments' texts and images, in which the king wields the 
powers of creation, the program memorializes performances in which he 
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constructed cosmic space. The Platform 1A-1 program is a remarkable 
testament to the poetics by which Maya rulers personalized space and 
mythology as a means of supporting their sovereignty. 
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Notes 


1. Similar concepts are documented in Mam (Mayan) grammar, in which space 
and world directions are modeled on the circular movement of the sun (Watan- 
abe 1983). 

2. See Palenque Temple of inscriptions, West panel, J9; Copán Stela E altar, 
Cp2. The glyph used to spell the root of yak'aw “he gives,” is the same glyph 
(T516) as that used in the "dance" expressions. I suspect that T516 is simply AK', 
rather than AK'TA (or AHK'OT) because a ta syllable seems to be required when 
the stem for “dance” [a(h)k'ta] is intended. There is only one clear example 
(Copán Temple 18) where the ta syllable seems to have been deleted. 
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The Poetics of Power 
and Knowledge at La Venta 


CAROLYN E. TATE 


Around 900 BC, a group of people living near the Gulf of Mexico began 
intensively to construct a ritual center on a strip of high ground oriented 
roughly north-south. On this site, they built an enormous earthen mound 
that today measures 33 meters high. To secure the materials for a series of 
earth sculptures and freestanding stone sculptures, they journeyed hun- 
dreds of kilometers to the mountainous southern edge of their world, as 
well as to volcanoes to the west and southeast. The extreme acts of trans- 
porting materials for La Venta's big mound, of finding and transporting 
the basalt boulders for its colossal heads, of hauling tons of serpentine 
from over the mountains, and other more ephemeral acts can be consid- 
ered to have constituted vast performances that instilled power into the 
city's ceremonial zone. This chapter brings several kinds of evidence to 
bear on the question of how La Ventans defined power. It examines the 
region from where the La Ventans procured their building and sculptural 
materials as the likely terrestrial model for the design of the site. It dis- 
cusses the practices of replication and repetition that the La Ventans used 
in creating the ritual space and provides analogies with other cultures in 
which these practices make a place powerful. It explores parallels be- 
tween contemporary Mixe shamanism and ritual practice and some ma- 
jor features of La Venta. Finally, it considers the importance of the small 
stone figurines of precious materials cached in the ceremonial court as 
representations of specific meditative postures. Taken together, each of 
these culturally "texted" objects and practices point to a recognition of 
power as having a tangible existence independent of individuals and 
their interpersonal negotiations. 
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What were the ways in which the La Ventans conceived power? This 
chapter contends that the La Ventans and, to some extent, other Middle 
Formative peoples developed a manifold notion of power that incorpo- 
rated several aspects not widely familiar in contemporary Western soci- 
eties. These included the “ritual heat” accrued through performance of 
the intensive labor and skilled artisanship and travel necessary to trans- 
port and construct La Venta; access for certain individuals to specific 
kinds of knowledge through the will of supernormal patrons of shamanic 
power frequently depicted in the ritual space; and finally, forms of height- 
ened consciousness gained through deliberate cultivation, or in other 
words, through disciplined practice of the several meditation postures il- 
lustrated in La Venta's sculpture. Such forms of power probably articu- 
lated with rulership at some points in La Venta's history. Although the na- 
ture of rulership at La Venta remains unclear, this exploration into the 
varieties of power and knowledge attested to in the site's design may 
spark future inquiry into how rulers garnered their positions. 


I. 


After an oil refinery was built about a kilometer southwest of its big 
mound and most of its monuments were relocated in Villahermosa, La 
Venta—excavated in the 1940s and 1950s—received little scholarly atten- 
tion for several decades. Because of its unique massive offerings of hun- 
dreds of tons of serpentine blocks and its mosaic pavements, La Venta is 
arguably one of the most important sites in Mesoamerica, yet it remained 
poorly published upon. Since 1981, however, it has been the subject of ex- 
cavations directed by Rebecca González-Lauck under the auspices of the 
Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia. Also, Latin Americanist 
Frank Kent Reilly has devoted several articles and chapters to the iconog- 
raphy of La Venta’s sculpture and architecture. I have built on their dis- 
coveries in several papers, and I will summarize some basic information 
and relatively new concepts regarding La Venta's ideology here. 

Among the ceremonial cities (Tate 1992:25-28) in Mesoamerica con- 
structed between 1200 and 400 BC (Heizer 1971:52), La Venta is remark- 
able for its very early large earthen mound construction (Complex C), its 
nearly 80 monumental sculptures, and for the fact that many intensively 
crafted artworks were cached underground in ancient times and there- 
after never seen but only known to exist (Figure 6.1). Physically, La Venta 
dominates a long, narrow salt dome near the Bay of Campeche amid an 
alluvial plain. The La Ventans seem to have selected this high ground for 
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its north-south orientation because an 8 degrees west-of-north axis domi- 
nates the placement and shape of all the visible structures of La Venta, as 
well as the offerings buried deep under the surface below many layers of 
carefully sorted colored clays. 

In addition to its early large mound construction or mountain effigy, 
La Ventans also deposited tons of cut serpentine blocks, imported from a 
source of stone hundreds of kilometers away, in pits up to 20-by-20 me- 
ters square and 4 meters deep. Reilly (1994) suggested that if Complex C, 
the mound, represented a mountain or volcano, as proposed by Robert 
Heizer (1971), then the La Venta earth sculptors completed a conceptual 
cosmogram by digging huge pits for the deposition of green serpentine 
blocks (the massive offerings), which represented the waters of the Un- 
derworld. Over two of the massive offerings, but still buried under- 
ground, was a layer or pavement of the same cut serpentine blocks 
arranged into a mosaic pattern. The two consecutive plazas, one north of 
the other, in which the massive offerings and mosaic pavements (along 
with many other buried objects) were located are called Complex A. 

Reilly (1994:132) convincingly argued that the design of the mosaic 
pavements incorporated three elements. The double merlon (or double- 
step design) at the northern end symbolized the entrance to the Under- 
world, The bar and four elements that comprised the large central por- 
tion of each Mosaic Pavement at once referred to the place of La Venta as 
proposed by E. P. Benson (1971:29) and to P. D. Joralemon's God I, the 
“Olmec Dragon," which represented the earth and its fertility Joralemon 
1976:45-52). The fringed diamonds represented nymphaea ampla, the wa- 
terlily that grows in the swamps surrounding La Venta, and in its en- 
tirety, the mosaic pavement design represented the plant-choked surface 
of La Venta as an entrance to the Underworld. Thus, according to Reilly, 
Complexes A and C at La Venta were a deliberately created diagram of 
the levels of the shamanic cosmos: the mountain that reached into the 
sky, the surface of the earth and its bounty, and the watery Underworld. 

In a recent paper I amplified Reilly's interpretations of La Venta using 
two principal lines of evidence: the specific terrain of the Isthmus of 
Tehuantepec and the beliefs of the twentieth-century Mixe, descendants 
of the Olmec. I proposed that La Venta replicated the topography of its 
makers' known world and that the massive offerings and mosaic pave- 
ments represented, respectively, a female water supernatural being and a 
female earth-surface supernatural being who, along with the male thun- 
der being, functioned at La Venta as sources of shamanic political power 
(Tate 2000). 
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Because it is still necessary to defend the use of ethnography in inter- 
preting ancient cultures, I will explain why I do so, After several years 
of studying the art and culture of the complex societies of Formative 
period Mexico, commonly called Olmec, I concluded that the initial 
iconographic interpretations, which were not tied to a specific ethno- 
graphic framework, are less than satisfactory. Most scholars accept L. R. 
Campbell and T. S. Kauffman's argument that the Olmec spoke an an- 
cestral language of the Mixe-Zoque language family and not a Mayan 
language as had been proposed earlier (Campbell and Kaufman 1976). 
The few speakers of this once-widespread language family exist today 
in mostly remote locations in northeastern Oaxaca, where they went 
when displaced by the Aztecs. Only a few anthropologists have re- 
ported on the Mixe (Beals 1945; Miller 1956; Nahmad 1965; Carrasco 
1966; Rodríguez E. 1974). Although the issues of ideology and ritual be- 
gan to be explored by these authors, the data were scant. With the re- 
cent publication of a carefully written volume on the religion, ritual, 
and healing of the Mixe, a society of about 76,000 individuals who are 
the linguistic and cultural descendants of the Olmec (Lipp 1991), I felt it 
was essential to see how the beliefs of the Mixe compared to the mate- 
rial evidence of Olmec culture. 

I must say that the first few times I studied Frank Lipp's book I could 
see little connection to what I had read of the Olmecs. After several years 
of rereading it, suddenly many parallels emerged. I realized that the con- 
temporary view of Olmec civilization created in the 75 years since the 
discovery of La Venta was not based on comprehensive analyses of 
iconography and the performative creation of single sites but was con- 
ceived as a generalized Olmec symbol system, the interpretation of 
which was unconnected with the actual beliefs and practices of a closely 
related people. Several of my publications since then have focused on La 
Venta, examining groups of objects (the stone figurines, the massive of- 
ferings) as expressive forms related to their performance spaces. The re- 
sulting concepts about La Venta, and by implication about other Gulf 
Coast Olmec peoples, are significantly different from what has preceded 
them. They offer an ethnographically based paradigm for La Venta. It 
may be difficult to understand because doing so requires discarding 
much of what has been learned about Olmec symbolism. Rather than 
jumping into the ethnographically based analogical interpretations, the 
first new material this chapter presents is a consideration of the design of 
the ritual spaces of La Venta and its relationship to the La Ventans' 
known world. 
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Il. 


A prominent aesthetic feature of La Venta’s mounds and the plazas they 
define is that they conformed to an 8 degrees west-of-north orientation. 
The central axis that bisected Complexes A and C possessed this orienta- 
tion. From the top of Mound C, if one sights along this axis, one sees the 
closest mountain south of La Venta (Figure 6.2). The stretch of high 
ground on which the site was built points to this mountain. This 1243- 
meter-high peak rises about 100 kilometers away, and I think it is likely 
that the relationship between this prominent feature on the horizon and 
the north-south strip of high ground determined the orientation of the 
site. 

North of Mound C, in Complex A, the site’s designers oriented the 
three mosaic pavements such that the central bar precisely paralleled the 
central axis of La Venta (Figure 6.3). The four elements or dots were dis- 
tributed at the intercardinal points, or where the sun rises and sets on the 
solstices. Many contemporary and ancient Mesoamerican peoples organ- 
ize space by the solstitial sunrise and set points on the horizon, as do the 
Mixe (Lipp 1991:30).! Simply put, this design diagrams the north-south 
island as the surface of the earth acted upon by the sun.? Several authors 
have investigated the bar-and-four-dots motif.? It has been called a La 
Venta place-name and a symbol for a crocodilian earth dragon. I accept 
these readings, but Mixe gender concepts and ritual practice suggest a 
much richer interpretation, one that will be explored later. 

Returning to La Venta's mosaic pavements, the northern motif is a 
double merlon design, interpreted as an entrance into the earth or Under- 
world by Reilly (1994:131-132) The southern motif consists of four dia- 
mond shapes, each with four sprouts, which have been interpreted as 
waterlilies (Reilly 1994:131-132). These designs seem to refer to regional 
topography; about 15 kilometers to the north of the site is the Gulf of 
Mexico, where the watery underworld touches the realm of humans. Sur- 
rounding the site were riverine estuaries and swamps choked with wa- 
terlilies and other vegetation. Thus, in a sense the mosaic pavements de- 
scribe the island's form, its interaction with the sun, and the landscape 
immediately to the north and south of the site. Two of the three are above 
the massive offerings, which Reilly (1994:131-132) interprets as effigies of 
seas. The combination of mosaic pavement and massive offerings thus 
forms an earth-surface diagram above the sea effigy. To initiate each of 
five construction phases, the La Ventans excavated a huge pit in which to 
deposit a sea effigy (Figure 6.4) (Drucker et al. 1959:125) 
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Figure 6.3 La Venta's Mosaic Pavement 


This ceremonial court (Complex A) with its buried sea in the north and 
its effigy of a volcano in the south replicates the topography of La Venta's 
region, specifically the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.* The sea lies 15 kilome- 
ters to the north. To the south, the first major peak, 1219 meters high, is 
about 100 kilometers away, along a continuation of La Venta's central 
axis. The active volcano, El Chichón or La Unión, 1615 meters high, lies 
about 122 kilometers to the southeast of La Venta. Another peak approxi- 
mately the same height as El Chichón is about the same distance to the 
southwest, such that the three form a triangle of natural mountains, cre- 
ating an inverse pattern with the triangular arrangement of Phases II and 
III earth surface diagrams buried at La Venta.> 

These mountains are visible today from the top of La Venta's pyramid 
whenever rains clear the sky of atmospheric haze and the black smoke 
from the nearby refinery, as is the range of twenty peaks, Cerro Zempoal- 
tepec, that forms the current Mixe homeland. Metamorphic rocks such as 
the schists, andesites, and diorites used for some monumental sculptures 
came from these visible mountains. The serpentine used to create the 
massive offerings and mosaic pavements is thought to come from the 
flanks of the highest mountain on the Isthmus, the 2621-meter peak near 
Niltepec (Williams and Heizer 1965:12) not visible from La Venta. 
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Figure 6.4 La Venta's Massive Offerings. 
Drawing by Richard Cavallin-Cosma, 1997, after Drucker et al. 1959 
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The remote locations from which the La Venta people procured stone 
were much more numerous and occupied a much larger area than at any 
of the other Olmec sites. With the exception of the basalts from the Cerro 
Cintepec in the Tuxtla range to the west, used as material for some of the 
large monuments, most of the stones came from the mountains to the 
south (Williams and Heizer 1965:12). By displaying stone from distant 
places, the built environment of La Venta demonstrated the inhabitants' 
intimate knowledge of the face of the earth from Roca Partida, the island 
in the Bay of Campeche, which is the source of the basalt columns, to El 
Chichón in the southeast and to Niltepec in the south. 

Negotiating the terrain to locate the deposits of desirable stones and 
negotiating with the peoples and metacosmological (to use terms defined 
by Pannikar 1987) beings encountered on the journey and at the sought- 
for location must have made exciting subjects for many tales of exotic ex- 
periences and knowledge. Proof that the travelers had acquired such 
knowledge existed in the form of the materials they had acquired. Teams 
of people returning with loads of stone must have occasioned some sort 
of festivity. Digging the pits and depositing the serpentines prior to fur- 
ther modification of the ceremonial court also must have called for a rit- 
ual performance, possibly accompanied by narratives regarding the 
heroic adventures of negotiating the terrain and its dangers, natural and 
supernatural. These deeds responded to challenges beyond providing 
props for storytelling, however. The ultimate task was to define the 
known world, to model the terrestrial plane as well as the domains of 
above- and below-ground supernormal influences. In this way, ritual 
practitioners demonstrated their knowledge of these worlds and circum- 
scribed spaces in which ritual practices aimed at supernatural knowl- 
edge and political control could be enacted. 

The decision to depict the actual terrain with a shift in scale and com- 
plexity contained artistic, devotional, and political dimensions. Of neces- 
sity, the La Ventans made the mountain and sea effigies smaller than the 
actual objects but larger than previously had been attempted in 
Mesoamerica. Similarly, the La Ventans executed colossal heads, thrones, 
and stelae in the largest possible scale. In this emphasis on scale, the La 
Ventans followed the lead of their predecessors at San Lorenzo, whose 
monuments date several hundred years earlier. Large scale public works 
with ritual and political functions must have been a means by which the 
La Ventans demonstrated their knowledge of and mastery over the envi- 
ronment, their ability to organize labor to transport the material, and the 
skill of carvers. The power manifested by these acts related to skilled 
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transport and crafting, arcane knowledge of distant realms, and expertise 
in negotiation with humans and supernatural forces, 

The entire process of exploration, negotiation, returning home with in- 
formation, setting out with crews, quarrying stone, carrying it back, and 
then fashioning sculptures or massive offerings with the stone, linked 
each feature of La Venta with a distant location, a series of events, and a 
temporal coordinate. Such focus enhanced the status of both the distant 
location and its replica at the ceremonial site. It is likely that once the 
stone had been transported to La Venta, carving it engaged another kind 
of power by attracting the presence of supernormal entities. Although 
few colonial or modern commentaries exist on the process of art- or ar- 
chitecture-making in Mesoamerica, Diego de Landa recounted some of 
the rituals involved in an annual renewal of wooden sculptures of the an- 
cestors in sixteenth-century Yucatán. I discussed it at length in my work 
on Yaxchilán (Tate 1992:30-31). 

Basically, patrons negotiated with potential carvers, who refused to ac- 
cept the responsibility of carving because of the recognition by all in- 
volved that making images of powerful beings demanded the handling 
of spiritual energies, which were unpredictable and could cause harm to 
the carver or his family if the spiritual beings were displeased with any 
element of the performance of the carving process. Community elders 
were obliged to intercede and promised to accompany the carvers in the 
preparatory purification and fasting rites as well as during the period of 
seclusion in the month of Mol, during which the objects were manufac- 
tured. During the next twenty-day month, priests brought the sculptures 
into the community and the spirit of that ancestor was installed. The 
sculpture began its life as a vessel of spiritual energy. Given the likeli- 
hood that La Ventans designed their site as a cosmogram, it is also likely 
that they intended to activate spiritually the components of its design. In- 
stalling what Robert Plant Armstrong (1981) called "affecting presence" 
in ritual spaces and objects is common in many societies; it was accom- 
plished through specific spiritual practices. George Michel wrote about 
the personal spiritual preparation for construction of a Hindu temple. 
The role of the artist, he said, was not self-expression, but 


... to give visible form to the values of his society rather than to 
communicate a personal interpretation of those values ... That the 
artist thought of his work as a means of access to the divine is 
demonstrated in the large amount of literature that describes the 
mental preparation and ritual purification that he is to undergo be- 
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fore commending the work. Only in this way can the artist identify 
himself with the transcendental principles to which he attempts to 
give visible form (Michel 1977:54). 


This comparison suggests that in addition to any economic value the 
stockpiling of stone might have had at La Venta, it is highly likely that 
the processes involved were considered sacred. As a result, the focus of 
spiritual energy on the Ceremonial Court imbued the place with a form 
of power important to the La Ventans. To explain how continuing ritual 
performance augments sacredness and accrues spiritual power in some 
societies, I offer another example from Hindu India: 


...the Hindu sensibility appreciates the intensity of devotion 
brought to a place by the crowds of worshippers. As Ram Shankar 
Tripathi, one of the governing priests of Vishvanatha [Shiva, as "lord 
of all", in Benares] today, explained, ‘Countless people have come 
here with worshipful hearts and have centered their devotion here at 
Vishveshvara for hundreds of years. By virtue of that history, this 
place is special. There is a saying, “Pilgrims make the tirtha [place of 
pilgrimage]" (Eck 1982:123). 


Although Euramerican thinking considers repetition and redundancy 
as boring practices to be avoided, among the contemporary Maya they 
are employed poetically to generate "heat" in the heart of the speaker 
and in any ritual situation. Ritual heat causes one to be more sun-like, 
which is the ideal state (Gossen 1974:37). La Venta exhibits considerable 
redundancy in its design, as do Maya sites. Its builders initiated five 
phases of construction with the deposition of a massive offering, each of 
which consisted of thousands of nearly identical-shaped serpentine 
blocks. Similarly, there are three known mosaic pavements (Figure 6.5). 
Four colossal heads straddled the central axis north of Mound A-2. Seven 
large thrones exist. Hundreds of jade celts were counted and placed into 
the ground along the center line and above the mosaic pavements. Ten 
stelae were erected, five at the foot of Mound C (and four of these were 
nearly identical). Three giant fetus effigies (Tate and Bendersky 1999) 
marked the southern extent of the ritual architecture along the central 
axis. The repetitive tasks of building the site and its monuments likely 
proved, as Mary Helms (1993) has said in reference to other material, that 
the energizing link between society and its cosmological realm in which 
ancestors and the creative power reside was still active. The ability of La 


z 
Ems 
SEN 


Ny 
x NN NS SW NM 


bw MN ANS. SN 
«m NN SS 
A Ww NM SN e BS 
\ " NS MSS 
Y ` ys SO 
b M Y SY 


CEREMONIAL COURT 
LA VENTA. 


DETAIL OF THE SOUTH-EAST 
ter with MASSIVE OFF. 
l-b) 


d i Mosel Core Comme 


Figure 6.5 View of Mosaic Pavement under La Venta's Southeast Platform. 
Drawing by Richard Cavallin-Cosma, 1997 
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Venta sculptors to create a likeness of a ruler and to represent a sacred, 
concealed, state of rapid transformation from one state of being to an- 
other, that of the fetus, proved the supernatural capabilities of the artists 
to access other realms of knowledge. 

Thus, the site, its materials, and its monuments represented several 
forms of knowledge and power. La Venta demonstrated its inhabitants' 
knowledge of the Isthmus and the power to replicate it, which opened 
the energizing link between humans and supernatural powers. It also ex- 
hibited their knowledge of the skills of exploration, transport, trade, ne- 
gotiation, and carving, each of which required supernatural sanction, 
and the power to manifest images reflecting those supernaturally con- 
trolled skills. I think that by comparing the ritual practices evident at La 
Venta with those of their descendants, the Mixe, it is possible to suggest 
more specifically the identity of some of those supernaturals whose sanc- 
tion the people sought. 


IH. 


Among the contemporary Mixe, the numinous beings, which ethnogra- 
pher Frank Lipp calls "supernatural reality configurations" (1991) mani- 
fest as either male/female pairs or female pairs. Embodying the wind 
and thunder is a male/female pair (but considered generally as male) 
called ‘Ene, who I (Tate 2000) proposed is the contemporary descendent 
of the ubiquitous, anthropomorphic, almond-eyed Olmec supernatural. 
The earth's surface is a supernatural reality configuration that consists of 
a female dyad called Na swi n. Manifestations of life, growth, seas, lakes, 
and rivers is another female dyad called Higiny. These are the most im- 
portant of several such beings. 

Na swi n seems to be closely related to the symbolism of La Venta's mo- 
saic pavements. She is the earth's surface and is called Mother Earth, the 
^. . . all-knowing of human affairs and the maternal repository of primor- 
dial wisdom" (Lipp 1991:30-31). She is associated with the north and with 
the color dark green. Her calendar name is One World. She is alive, and 
trees, water, plants, and mountain, and all the sustenance of humankind 
issue from her. As Lipp describes her: "The world and all it encom- 
passes—trees, water, forests, mountains—is to the Mixe alive, and since it 
gives them their entire sustenance, they cannot exist without her" 
(1991:30-31). Thus far, the mosaic pavements have been interpreted as 
representations of the earth's surface and sprout vegetation. They were 
made of green stone and were in the north relative to the mountain/pyra- 
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mid. In a previous paper (Tate 2000), I presented arguments that Jorale- 
mon's (1976:37) Olmec Dragon or God I and the four-nub headband worn 
by humans and the almond-eyed supernatural are zoomorphic and re- 
galia versions, respectively, of the bar-and-four-dots earth surface design 
and are related to the Mixe's Na swi n. 

The other Mixe female supernatural, Higiny, is the water goddess. She 
presides over human birth and fishing. She reigns over springs, rivers, 
and streams and is present in the veins of the male member. She has a 
strong relationship with the day sign Huginy, meaning “Fontanelle” (Lipp 
1991:68). 1 proposed that the La Venta Olmec conceived of springs, rivers, 
streams, and the like as female and represented this concept with the cleft, 
the opening between the human and supernatural realms, that can appear 
on any supernatural being or important parts of the human body.” 

Whereas Na swi n embodies the terrestrial aspects of earth, Higiny rules 
over the bodies of water. If a dual concept of feminine supernatural real- 
ity configurations existed at La Venta, then the massive offerings of tons 
of green serpentine dug into pits as large as 20-by-20 meters were proba- 
bly related to a water goddess such as Higiny who controlled the riverine 
and marine resources on which they depended heavily. The massive of- 
ferings may have symbolized the generation of human life attributed to 
Higiny whereas the mosaic pavements represented an earth-surface fe- 
male, from whom came all vegetation. Mound C, the mountain effigy, 
probably represented the abode of “Ene. Four stelae depicting him stood 
at the southern foot of Mound C, facing what may have been the actual 
“Ene mountain on the horizon to the south (Figure 6.6). 


Figure 6.6 The four “Thunder wearing Earth regalia” stelae at the foot of 
Mound C. From left to right (east to west): Monuments 89, 88, 25/26, 27 
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Figure 6.7 Figurine from Arroyo Pesquero 
(Dumbarton Oaks; height = 16.3 centimeters) 


Among the contemporary Mixe, Na swi n is the source of shamanic 
healing power who calls men and women to serve as shamans. Being 
called by Na swi n while under the influence of hallucinogenic mush- 
rooms is one of two patterns of shamanic initiation among the Mixe. A 
shaman called by Na swi n excels in knowledge of medicinal plants and 
clairvoyance. Because the four-seed headband is a wearable version of 
the bar-and-four-dots design, figures wearing either symbol probably 
proclaimed their affiliation with Na swi n as a source of shamanic power 
(Figure 6.7). The principal figure on La Venta Stela 2 exhibited a bar-and- 
four-dots design in his headdress. 

The other general type of shamanic initiation comes through a series of 
dreams and involves interactions with “Ene, the thunder-rain deity. This 
shaman literally travels to other villages to learn curing rituals and also 
travels in dreams and visions to other shamanic cosmic levels (Lipp 
1991:150-154). Did the Olmec conceive of a thunder-rain supernatural? 
Most scholars (Reilly 1994:147; Joralemon 1996:56) think that the almond- 
eyed supernatural with the four-seed headband represented a thunder- 
rain deity except K. Taube (1996), who interprets it as maize. Furthermore, 
Reilly (1994) proposed that the almond-eyed supernatural had a shamanic 
function as a conduit for power, its image controlled by shamans. 

I have proposed that the almond-eyed supernatural corresponds to 
'Ene as a patron of shamanic power. Many Olmec personages wear a 
headdress plaque depicting “Ene, such as the frontal figure on La Venta 
Altar 5 and Monument 1 of San Martin Pajapan, a sculpture nearly iden- 
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tical to La Venta Monument 44, which also displays this plaque as an em- 
blem of the personage's shamanic patron. “Ene himself can wear the Na 
swi n headband, which suggests to me that the earth was seen as the 
greatest power, sought as a patron even by “Ene. Some La Venta sculp- 
tures exhibited emblems of both Na swi n and “Ene. Of the four stelae de- 
picting the almond-eyed supernatural at the southern foot of Mound C, 
assembled by González-Lauck (1997), two of the 'Ene figures wore the 
earth-power headband. The other two probably did also, but we cannot 
be certain until the upper portions of those broken stelae are located. The 
jade figurine from Arroyo Pesquero, which I think was La Venta's sacred 
spring, wears his own Na swi n headband, plus a headdress plaque de- 
picting “Ene wearing the same headband. On the back of the figure's head 
is a bar-and-four-dots Na swi n design as well (Figure 6.8). 


Figure 6.8 The maize seed headband (a) from the Las Limas figure; 
(b) celt from Arroyo Pesquero; (c) head of figurine from Arroyo 
Pesquero; (d) design on jade face from Las Tuxtlas 
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The Mixe call their vast assemblage of ritual procedures Naswinmituni 
or “work of the earth.” The rules governing specific ceremonies are 
lengthy and specific, but generally, ritual practice involves creating a sa- 
cred space by placing offerings of pine bundles, each with a significant 
numerical count, and other items on the earth. In the dual-phase rituals, 
first resinous pine bundles are burned with other offerings to establish an 
exchange of sacred energy between the petitioners and Na swi n. (Figure 
6.9). After this sacrifice, some green pine bundles are offered with other 
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objects for the well-being and forgiveness of the earth and as advance 
thanks for that which the person asks. Sometimes the pine bundles repre- 
sent a pine tree and sometimes (when in conjunction with circular pine 
wreaths) they are referred to as the “male member” (Lipp 1991:81-88). 

This seems to be a continuation of the practice of placing many skill- 
fully crafted green stone celts above the mosaic pavements at La Venta. 
In the Formative period, hard jade and green stones, imported from dis- 
tant places and crafted into celts shaped like corn ears or male members, 
seem to have been the most valuable material offerings that could be 
made. Over each massive offering and its accompanying earth design 
pavement, the La Ventans deposited such celts in two kinds of arrange- 
ments. One consisted of numbers of celts laid in layers. Associated with 
the twin Phase II Mosaic Pavements was a cruciform arrangement, re- 
cently interpreted by Reilly (1994) as the world tree and cosmic axis. 

The mosaic pavements may persist in Mixe ritual practice. As Lipp 
(1991) explained it, contemporary Mixe ritual practice includes those in 
which stars or constellations are petitioned for protection for an individ- 
ual, which might include gaining wealth or knowledge or enhancing a 
close relationship with the powers of Na swi n. On the date set for the cer- 
emony, the petitioner performs purifying practices including bathing in 
the river; wearing white clothing; and obtaining white or virgin beeswax, 
chickens, and candles. At night the petitioner's party journeys to the 
mountain. Table-like altars of boughs are set up and oriented toward spe- 
cific astral bodies. Below the tables, five holes are dug to form a quincunx 
in the surface of the earth. Feathers from fowl to be sacrificed are placed 
in the holes, and eventually, blood from the birds drips into these holes in 
a specific sequence, followed, after prayer, by mescal. This constitutes an 
offering to the spirits of the deceased and as an invocation to the super- 
natural reality configurations to join and to partake of the offering. 

When the quincunx design is used as part of a marriage ritual in west- 
ern Mixe villages, the holes represent the bride, her mother, the groom, 
and his father. These individuals place four tamales in the holes near the 
end of a fifteen-day, postnuptial liminal period as offerings to the Christ- 
ian holy beings, the Mixe supernaturals, the winds, and their ancestors. 
The quincunx is also used in a village protection rite, accompanied by the 
offerings of prepared food and sacrificed turkeys. The same quincunx de- 
sign forms the pattern for maize seed divination. Although at various 
times the five holes may represent members of society involved in a spe- 
cific ritual or celestial bodies petitioned by a shaman for success in his or 
her efforts, they simultaneously form receptacles for sacrifices to Na swi 
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n. The quincunx and its antecedent at La Venta—the bar-and-four-dots 
design, which formed the major element on the mosaic pavements and 
also was worn as a headdress ornament by shamans—related to the 
power of the all-knowing, sacred, female earth and to the shamanic 
power she grants to some individuals. 


IV. 


A third way in which the La Ventans expressed their concepts of power 
was through their selection of a subject for portable sculpture: that of hu- 
man bodies engaged in spiritual practices with the intention of cultivat- 
ing knowledge unbounded by the limitations of the human mind. Over 
their massive offerings, La Ventans cached figurines and other objects 
carved of precious stone. Although the monuments may represent spe- 
cific individuals, such those portrayed in the colossal heads, the fig- 
urines' significance seems to lie in their representation of a specific pose. 
Seldom do modern researchers focus on culturally accepted postures— 
that is, on specific positions that can be held comfortably for some time. 
This situation is rapidly changing as the body becomes recognized by 
contemporary thinkers as subject to political contestation. In a recent 
book, Maxine Sheets-Johnstone points out that in Western theory, lan- 
guage has been the primary, if not the sole, establisher of meaning. In ig- 
noring posture and other spatio-kinetic behaviors, 


Our intercorporeal semantics and its rich and complex archetypal 
forms in turn disappear without a trace . .. Were we to turn as inten- 
sively toward the body as we have toward language, we would find 
that the corporeal turn would yield insights no less extraordinary 
than those of any kind of linguistic turn (Sheets-Johnstone 
1994:111-112). 


The ancient makers of the stone figurines must have intended to use 
posture as a means to communicate information beyond linguistic 
boundaries because similar figurines were buried at sites across southern 
Mesoamerica. It is obvious that posture was a primary bearer of mean- 
ing, for the subjects of most Olmec stone figurines do not include regalia 
or ritual objects that are so evident on monumental sculpture. Some have 
argued that the figurines may have been dressed. Before leaping to that 
conclusion, we should consider them as they were found and note that 
the human figure was restricted to a small set of specific postures with a 
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few variations. Through an examination of several hundred Olmec stone 
figurines, I determined that there were only four basic postures: standing 
in a flexed-knee pose with evenly distributed weight, seated cross-legged 
with a straight back, a transitional pose in which one knee or calf touches 
the ground and the other leg is poised for action (known as the shamanic 
transformation pose (Reilly 1989), and a contortionist's backbend in 
which the feet rest on the head (Tate 1998). In stone figurines, humans 
were portrayed as adults, as children, as fetuses, in transformation to an 
animal alter ego, and as dwarfs or hunchbacks. Restriction to four may 
seem insignificant, except when one considers that a study of posture in 
art traditions and cultural habits around the world found about 1,000 dis- 
tinct, codified postures (Hewes 1955). 

Perhaps the lack of written documentation or verbal testimony regard- 
ing the intended meaning of the postures has dissuaded most researchers 
from investigating posture in three-dimensional art. However, direct cor- 
poreal knowledge may be called upon to reveal their significance. In cer- 
tain Eastern traditions, it is assumed that corporeal knowledge exists and 
that it is the result of a establishing a disciplined link between body and 
mind. Charged by vital energy, such a link also has the potential to allow 
perception of realities beyond the mundane. Three of the four postures in 
which Olmec carvers rendered their subjects are specific, well-known 
postures of meditation. Because I have dealt with this at length elsewhere 
(Tate 1998), suffice it to say here that the twenty-four standing adult fig- 
ures excavated at La Venta are carved without clothing or regalia (except 
the occasional loin cover) and consistently stand with flexed knees, 
straight back, evenly distributed weight, and arms either relaxed by their 
sides or bent with hands at the midsection. This posture is fundamental 
to meditation in several traditions, notably Chinese T'ai Chi and Hatha 
Yoga. Such a parallel does not presuppose a direct historical connection. 
It does reflect that each culture sought a means of cultivating a 
mind /body connection, probably independently. The feasibility of a 
mind /body connection is impossible to prove intellectually because it 
cannot be perceived intellectually. 

The point has been made repeatedly since the time of Dógon, the 12th- 
century Japanese monk, or even much earlier in the Indian Vedas that 
one cannot understand the goal of meditation through purely intellectual 
means but only through practice (cultivation) and intention (Yuasa 
1987:115). At La Venta, meditation postures were portrayed, and there- 
fore, certain individuals must have engaged in meditation practices. This 
statement does not imply a specific spiritual goal for the meditation prac- 
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tice. That Mesoamerican peoples believed that the body had links with 
vital energies outside of itself is stressed by Alfredo López-Austin in his 
work on the body in Aztec ideology: “There is nothing in Mesoamerican 
thought to authorize our believing there existed a body-soul dichotomy. 
To the contrary, according to indigenous thought, the embodiment of 
psychic entities is quite apparent” (López-Austin 1980). Whether they 
subscribed to the Hindu concept of vital energy as absolute conscious- 
ness to the contemporary health practitioner Dean Ornish, M.D.'s, goal of 
focused stillness, or to some other objective is not clear. But they appar- 
ently engaged in meditation techniques for some purpose likely con- 
nected with knowledge of a reality beyond that perceived solely by the 
mind. 

In a book comparing Eastern and Western approaches to a mind-body 
theory, Yasuo Yuasa found that most Western thinkers dismiss the possi- 
bility of an "achieved mind-body unity" (1987:4). Western intellectual 
and scientific methodologies 


...assume ... that the connection between mind and body must be 
constant (not developed) and universal (not variable among differ- 
ent people). Since they do not consider exceptional personal achieve- 
ments, the body-mind unity remains for them a theoretical possibil- 
ity rather than a state actualized by exemplary individuals such as 
religious and artistic masters (Kasulis 1987:2-3). 


Because the state of mind-body unity must be achieved, it is not a con- 
stant awareness that is either "on" or "off." It exists in degrees and is 
augmented through the process of cultivation or practice, which is pre- 
cisely what the Olmec stone figurines illustrate. They could have been 
buried at the site to charge the energizing link between the community 
the supernormal forces. 

During La Venta's Phase III, the sixteen standing meditation figurines 
of Offering 4 were cached just east of the edge of the buried Massive Of- 
fering 3 (Figure 6.10). In the northeast platform (a meter east of Offering 
4), during the same phase, La Ventans cached Offerings 5 and 6, both 
consisting of jade earspools, a stone maskette /headdress ornament rep- 
resenting 'Ene, and a string of beads. These items were laid on a bed of 
cinnabar. Offering 7 had similar contents but may have been deposited in 
an earlier phase (Drucker et al. 1959:152-174). The close spatial associa- 
tion of the regalia of shamans, perhaps shamanic rulers, and the medita- 
tion figures suggests a link between the practitioners of meditation and 


Poetics of Power and Knowledge at La Venta 159 


the shamanic rulers. Either the three rulers whose regalia was deposited 
there also sought supernormal awareness through meditation, or they 
valued counsel from such individuals. Because standing meditation fig- 
ures have been found from all regions of Middle Formative Mesoamer- 
ica, including Chiapas, Guerrero, Chalcatzingo, Puebla, and of course 
Tabasco, the figurines could have been used by spiritual practitioners to 
illustrate precisely the poses of meditation to others speaking a different 
language. The teacher also would have demonstrated some sort of 
breathing technique. As Yuasa (1987:4) points out, the first step in estab- 
lishing a connection between mind and body is to decide with the avail- 
able mind to place the body in a special form or posture, then to establish 
the link through the breath because it can be controlled autonomically or 
consciously. 

Although Yuasa found that in modern neurophysiology, psychoanaly- 
sis, and philosophy, nothing specifically contradicts the concept of 
achieved mind/body unity, and that some Western thinkers devote re- 
search to abnormal states, they usually investigate pathological or sub- 
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normal states rather than the supernormal. Whether or not readers ac- 
cept for themselves that a mind/body unity can be cultivated, they 
should certainly not expect the ancient Olmecs to conform to a contem- 
porary Western rational belief system. 

In Eastern traditions of spiritual practice, once one attains a consis- 
tently high level of awareness beyond the rational, powers accrue, such 
as clairvoyance, control over pain, and so forth. In Vedanta philosophy, 
these are not the goal of meditation practice but merely a by-product. 
Such powers could have been considered desirable in the shamanic 
worldview at La Venta, or mental clarity; physical well-being; or enlight- 
enment, that is, the perception that the individual is one with absolute 
consciousness and its energy, may have been their goal. In any case, these 
figurines (found at La Venta and throughout Middle Formative 
Mesoamerica) demonstrate that meditation practices existed, likely 
aimed at achieving a supernormal state equated with some sort of spiri- 
tual power. Based on the paucity of their portrayal in the art of later cul- 
tures, these practices apparently did not persist widely into the Classic 
period. Sitting cross-legged with an upright back remained a posture of 
authority, however, illustrated in Maya, Zapotec, and Teotihuacan ce- 
ramic figurines and occasionally jades and other mediums. 


V. 


In the first chapter of this volume, the editors addressed "the poetical 
questions of what makes a proper or powerful text." To me, this raised 
the issue of how the La Ventans conceived power. It appears that for the 
La Ventans, as Michel Foucault suggested, ". .. power and knowledge di- 
rectly imply one another . . . " (1977:27). However, contrary to Foucault’s 
assertion, we may be able to distinguish in the ritual and spiritual prac- 
tices at La Venta a kind of knowledge that does not “presuppose and con- 
stitute at the same time power relations" (Foucault 1977:27). 

Three complexes of objects and the performances that the society en- 
acted in creating and using them have been explored in this chapter. The 
first section discussed broad concepts of knowledge and power residing in 
metacosmological beings that were activated by creative acts including 
travel, trade, and art-making. In complex, performative aesthetic acts, the 
builders of La Venta embodied these in their ritual space, thereby centering 
power there. Individuals acquired, on behalf of the community, knowledge 
of distant realms and peoples. Through coordinated effort, La Ventans 
gathered into the heart of their realm proof of this knowledge in the form 
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of materials, Further testifying to their cognizance of distant places and 
peoples, they replicated the two most powerful surrounding features of 
the landscape, the mountain and the sea, and carved in several thrones im- 
ages of the caves they had explored. Their skill at crafting, transport, trade, 
and negotiations with human and supernatural forces was manifested in 
the visible sculptures. The art-making process itself, if it was similar to that 
of the Maya, probably involved petitioning, sacrificing to, spiritual one- 
ness with, and installation of powerful forces or beings in the sculptures. 

Several aesthetic choices were emphasized in "Olmec art" (to use two 
Western terms). Makers derived forms from actual observations of to- 
pography, of ritual actions, of specific events and individuals. The Olmec 
tendency toward three-dimensionality in sculpture and architecture 
makes sense when such replication was their goal. I have argued else- 
where that Olmec art is to a significant degree stylized (Tate 1995), not 
"realistic" as others assert. Although the subject matter is based on the 
things and beings the Olmec observed (some through nonrational 
means), the forms are always simplified to emphasize a particular aspect 
of the object; for example, the standing figures omit anatomical detail to 
emphasize pose. This distinction is important because whereas realism is 
faithful to the outward appearance of a thing, stylization seeks patterns 
and inner character, and I think the Olmecs engaged in the latter practice. 
Possibly the process of conceptualization of a sculpture or architectural 
form was similar to what art historian Ananda Coomaraswamy de- 
scribed for Indian art: 


...rarely if ever have Indian artists drawn with a model before 
them, and the image proper is at all times, from first to last, obtained 
by a process of mental visualisation ... Thus the form is always 
reached by a process of synthesis and abstraction, rather than by ob- 
servation, and is always in the last analysis a memory image. When 
we perceived increased reality or truth, we must ascribe this, not to a 
change of habit but to heightened consciousness, a more complete 
identification of consciousness with the theme itself,—in other 
words, to a more profound empathy (Coomaraswamy 1965). 


In such a manner, the design decisions the La Ventans made, notably 
replication of geographic features and of powerful individuals, the em- 
phasis on grand scale, and the insistent repetition, conceptually linked 
the processes of making the work with the forces it invoked, and thereby 
"constituted a powerful or proper text" (Coomaraswamy 1965). 
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In the second section, the chapter correlated La Venta's principal con- 
structions—Mound C, the massive offerings, and the mosaic pave- 
ments—with analogous contemporary Mixe supernaturals “Ene (thun- 
der-rain); Higiny (a female ruling bodies of water, childbirth, fishing); 
and Na swi n (the all-knowing earth mother, who judges human behav- 
ior). These effigies of the metacosmological and metameteorological su- 
pernaturals probably served as the most potent available spaces for the 
practice of rituals directed at least in part to these very powers. The mo- 
saic pavements, consisting of precious material and covering layers of 
colored clays and offerings of celts, served as offerings to Na swi n. 
Groups may have ascended Mound C at night to make earth altars and 
supplicate the forces embodied as stars for successful shamanic practice 
or political endeavors. The effort of building sea effigies may have been 
intended to honor Higiny for her assistance in childbirth and fishing. Sev- 
eral parallels between the evidence for ritual practice at La Venta and that 
of the Mixe today were explored. These included the prominent use of 
quincunx earth-altar designs, the structurally similar practices of placing 
green pine bundles and caching green celts on the earth as offerings to 
her. If the analogy between La Venta and Mixe ritual practices is viable, 
shamans called by Na swi n were clairvoyant and learned to cure with 
medicinal plants. Those called by “Ene practiced divination with maize 
seeds, saw powerful designs revealed in dreams (which they probably 
painted on their bodies, forming the prototypes for the designs incised 
on so many Olmec figures), and flew to other realms to acquire esoteric 
knowledge with which they could cure or harm others and control situa- 
tions. Shamans likely assisted in the grand rituals accompanying the 
placement of the massive offerings and mosaic pavements, perhaps plac- 
ing the layers of jade celts, figurines, effigies of sea creatures and other 
crafted offerings into the altar of the earth. Through ritual performances, 
the La Ventans encoded shamanic power associated with metameteoro- 
logical and metacosmological beings into their sacred spaces. 

Finally, hidden below the surface of the earth were the things appar- 
ently considered to embody knowledge of the most distant realms and 
power of the most potent supernaturals and humans. The sources of 
Olmec jade, from which a few of the standing and seated meditation fig- 
ures, as well as celts, headdress “maskettes” representing “Ene, earspools, 
beads, and so on were carved, are so difficult to find that with one excep- 
tion, they remain unknown today. La Ventans located and imported from 
the other side of the Isthmus, across the mountains, the serpentines that 
constitute the massive offerings and other objects. It seems that the 
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greater the knowledge and energy required to obtain or accomplish 
something, the more potent the La Ventans considered it to be. This idea 
is true of the quest for their goal in meditation as well, which demanded 
focus, intention, and assiduous practice. Seeing potency as distant and 
difficult to attain does not mean conceiving power as something separate 
from oneself. 

Most Mesoamericanists seem to agree with Foucault that all power is 
relationally constituted relative to a body of knowledge. A similar ap- 
proach to power has been discussed by practice theorists, such as Mar- 
shall Sahlins, Sherry B. Ortner, and Pierre Bourdieu: 


... the dynamic intrinsic to how people do things in culturally effec- 
tive ways ha[s] delineated a surer focus on the expedient and negoti- 
ated dimensions of human activity or, in other words, the play of 
power in the micropolitics of all social action. In this context, power 
refers less to physical control of people than to social prestige or the 
concern to secure the dominance of models of reality that render 
one's world coherent and viable (Bell 1998:206). 


The process of creating a ceremonial center surely aimed at securing a 
dominant model of reality. Certainly political struggles and micropoliti- 
cal negotiations over gender issues, household economy, and the like oc- 
curred at La Venta. However, these ideas still situate power in negotia- 
tions among individuals and do not acknowledge beliefs such as those of 
the Maya and Zapotec that all individual power is a manifestation of a 
cosmic vital energy. 

Power, in the form of the life-principle (the Tzotzil ch’ulel or Zapotec 
pee) existed independently but flowed through humans as well as other 
things. The Tzotzil Mayan word ch'ulel refers to an inner vital energy that 
permeates living things, sacred places, time, materials, and meteorologi- 
cal forces (Freidel et al. 1993:182). As ethnographer Evon Vogt explained, 
“The most important interaction in the universe is not between persons 
and objects, but among the inner souls of persons and material objects” 
(1976:18-19). Similarly, the Zapotec term pee refers to wind, breath, and 
spirit. It animates things such as clouds, wind, lightning, time, the heart 
and blood of a person or animal, and the life forces of plants (Marcus and 
Flannery 1996:19). We are still unaware of Mixe-Zoquean terms for 
power and knowledge. However, it seems highly likely that Middle For- 
mative period ideology centered around a layered, animated universe in 
which the more challenging the aesthetic task; the greater movement, 
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knowledge, and time devoted to replicating the sacred; the more inex- 
orable the meteorological or cosmological force one petitioned, then the 
greater the power that accrued to the community and its individuals, At 
least this overarching concept of power—that which animates all things, 
generates life, and regenerates life—is not subject to human micropoli- 
tics, but it can be cultivated. Mesoamerican peoples did engage in negoti- 
ation with the many manifestations of vital energy—with rain-thunder 
and earth beings, with ancestors, with their own and others' animal 
souls—through ritual. Performance of ritual acknowledged and honored 
the existence of power and aimed to unite external power with the body 
and consciousness of the performers. Indulging in political negotiation 
and forgetting one's identity with the community and cosmos via the en- 
ergizing link erodes one's ability to focus on such spiritual power. By 
centralizing knowledge and power in a ritual space through multiple 
means, La Ventans created a place in which these energies were tangible 
through spiritual practices. As a poetic statement about the impregnation 
of architectural spaces and crafted objects with power, the text which the 
La Ventans created did not depend on the rational vision of the spectator 
(because the most sacred parts could not be seen) but on the conceptual 
knowledge and ritual practice of the participants. 
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Notes 


1. The ancient Maya, certain Olmec groups such as the people at Teopante- 
cuanitlan, and the contemporary Maya and Mixe all organize space according to 
solstitial rise and set points. 

2. Elsie Parsons (Parsons 1936) suggested that the bar and four dots represents 
the world quarters or four corners of the earth. Here 1 modify her observation by 
referring specifically to the solstitial sunrise and -set points, marked by the Olmec 
at other sites, such as by the monoliths at Teopantecuanitlan's sunken court (Mar- 
tinez Donjuan 1995:106). 

3. The bar-and-four-dots has been regarded as a place name for La Venta (Ben- 
son 1971:29) and alternatively as an indicator of God Number One, referred to as 
a dragon, in a scheme of ten Olmec gods proposed by David Joralemon (1976:21) 
but not universally accepted. The "dragon" is a zoomorphic character with ser- 
rated eyebrows who frequently sprouts vegetation and has been further identi- 
fied as a crocodilian, the source of vegetative fertility, by Reilly (1994:15, 133). 
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4. As do most pyramids in Mesoamerica, this mound probably represents a 
mountain or volcano despite the fact that its shape was a stepped pyramid 
(González-Lauck 1994). 

5. Today's archaeologists consider problematic the phase assignments made by 
the Smithsonian archaeologists. 

6. This powerful supernatural reality configuration regulates human behavior 
in the agricultural fields and countryside, both of which are sacred to her. Enter- 
ing the agricultural field, one honors its sacred nature by wearing clean clothes. 
Likewise, when returning home, one washes hands and feet before entering. In 
the countryside, the Mixe must control their anger and sexual desire lest they 
arouse the wrath of Naswin, who can penalize a family for years for wrongful ac- 
tions. 

7. The cleft has been interpreted as ". .. the symbol of contact between divinity 
and man by way of the crown or pineal gland ...” (Covarrubias 1946) and as a 
signifier of “jaguar power," used to protect various parts of the body (Benson 
1971) and as the portal in the earth to the Otherworld (Freidel et al. 1993: 429, 
n.21). 
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Merging Myth and Politics: 
The Three Temple Complex 
at Teotihuacan 
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The scholarship on the site of Teotihuacan has suffered because of compar- 
ison. The Maya created stelae, large, elaborately carved monuments with 
clearly depicted images of kings. By comparison, the Teotihuacanos left us 
only with murals that have a repetitive, cookie cutter-like nature. The 
same personages are stamped out over and over again, seemingly denying 
their individualism. The Maya had a sophisticated writing system with 
which they recorded the birthdays, anniversaries, accessions, and deaths 
of their kings. They placed these carved records in their main plazas, very 
much in the public view. In contrast, glyphs may appear only rarely at 
Teotihuacan. When they do appear, complex syntax is largely missing. The 
glyphs seem to be nouns, labels to identify an individual name or a corpo- 
rate entity. Instead of appearing in highly visible public locations, the lim- 
ited writing occurs on pottery or murals in residential structures. The set- 
tlement pattern of Maya cites has an organic quality. Radiating roads, 
much like an octopus with fluctuating tendrils, connect the ceremonial 
center to clusters of residential structures. In opposition, Teotihuacan has a 
rigid, planned, grid-like organization. Families may have been assigned a 
square plot of land, oriented to the main avenue, and they and their de- 
scendants lived within this allotted box for hundreds of years. 

In short, scholars have often highlighted what is different about Teoti- 
huacan.! They have compared it to the famous Maya, and seeing differ- 
ences, they have sometimes ostracized it from the Mesoamerican tradi- 
tion. Ironically, the comparison that has so differentiated Teotihuacan can 
also serve to reincorporate the site back into the Mesoamerican tradition. 
Teotihuacan need not be dealt with in isolation, for comparison can offer 
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new insight into the iconography and political structure of this decidedly 
individual but nevertheless Mesoamerican site. 

This chapter follows the premise that there are fundamental Mesoamer- 
ican beliefs that transcend the various cultural and temporal boundaries 
in Mesoamerica. I am not proposing that Mesoamerican religion did not 
change over its 4,000-year history, but I do suggest that we can identify 
core Mesoamerican myths that withstood the tests of time. Furthermore, 
key images in these myths were based on Mesoamerican aesthetic tropes 
that formed the scaffolding for the narrative. Much like variations on a 
theme, these myths were elaborated upon, manipulated, and differently 
stressed, but nevertheless, the basic aesthetic trope survived. 

The examination of one core Mesoamerican myth, the myth of the 
three stones of creation, will illustrate this. David Freidel et al. (1993) 
have shown that this myth appears in several Mesoamerican cultural 
groups. I hope to demonstrate that it also appears at Teotihuacan and 
that the particular triadic, aesthetic trope regulated other expressions of 
power and legitimacy at the site. This exercise will demonstrate that 
Teotihuacan did participate in the Mesoamerican tradition, and as a nice 
bonus, it will reveal a possible political structure of this well-known, but 
little understood, site. 


Mesoamerica and the Myth 
of the Three Stones of Creation 


In Maya versions of this myth, creator deities placed three stones at the 
beginning of time. Stela C from the Maya site of Quiriguá records this 
event in a hieroglyphic text. It reads: 


On the date 4 Ahaw 8 Kumk'u 

The three stones were set. 

The Jaguar Paddler and the Stingray Paddler seated a stone. 

It happened at the First-Five-Sky-Place, the Jaguar-throne-stone. 
The Black-House-Red-God seated a stone. 

It happened at the Earth Partition Place, the Snake-throne-stone. 
Itzamna seated the Waterlily-throne-stone. 

It happened at the Lying-down-sky place, the First-three-stone place 
(Freidel et al. 1993:66—67; Schele and Looper 1996:92). 


This is just one of several accounts of the three throne stones that were 
placed by the gods at the time of creation. After this act, the gods sepa- 
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rated the sky from the earth and erected the world tree at the center of 
the universe. 

Freidel et al. (1993) highlighted the central importance of this myth. 
They recognized that the act of placing the three stones of creation served 
to center the cosmos. With a center, the sky could be lifted from the wa- 
ters of the earth. In addition, they identified a Maya constellation of three 
stars arranged in a triangular pattern as the three stones of creation. 
However, the three stones did not exist just in the sky, for every Maya 
had a symbolic reproduction of the three stones in her house. Even today, 
people in Mesoamerica make their hearths by placing three stones in a 
triangular fashion and balance their griddle on these stones. Just as the 
three stars in the sky served to center the cosmos, these three hearth 
stones provide a center for the modern Maya household. In other words, 
the three stones exist in the heavens and on earth. Both the heavens and 
the earth have a center, and the Maya symbolically lived, and still live, at 
that center? 

Once the myth was revealed through textual analysis, it was apparent 
that the three stones of creation had always been in the art of the Maya, 
just waiting to be discovered. In the Madrid Codex, a turtle, identified as a 
nearby constellation, has the three stones on its back (Figure 7.1), yet 
such images did not begin with the Maya. On a celt from the earlier 
Olmec (Figure 7.2), a hand appears to set the three stones (Reilly 1994). 
An eye near the stones is a standard symbol for a star, indicating that the 
event transpired in the sky. Just as in the Maya text, the Olmec hand sets 
the three stones in the sky at the time of creation. The Postclassic Mixtec 
also included pictures of the three stones in their painted manuscripts. In 
the Selden Codex, three stones appear underneath the world tree (Figure 
7.3). This directly matches the Maya myth in which the gods place the 
three stones and then erect the world tree. The myth even survived 
among the Aztec of postconquest times. In the Codex Chimalpopoca, the 
mythical ancestors of the Aztec are told to shoot arrows in the cardinal 
directions. The text then reads: 


And when you have shot your arrows 
place them in the hands of Xiuhtecutli, 
the God of Fire, the Old God 

the three who are to guard him— 
Mixcoatl, Tozpan, and Ihuitl 

these are the names of the three hearth 
stones (Knab and Sullivan 1994:63). 
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three 
stones 


Figure 7.1 Turtle with 
three stones on its back, 
Madrid Codex 


three 
stones 


Figure 7.2 Olmec celt 
displaying hand placing 
three stones 


Once again, the concept of the three stones is connected with mythical 
time and the concept of the hearth. 

These examples demonstrate that the concept of the three stones was a 
core component of Mesoamerican myth. I want to stress that this is 
Mesoamerican myth. It is not an idea limited to one of the many cultures 
of Mesoamerica, for it appears, at the very least, among the Olmec, 
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three stones 


Figure 7.3 Three stones under the world tree, Selden Codex 


Maya, Mixtec, and Aztec. In addition, the myth does not seem to have a 
temporal limitation among the urban cultures of Mesoamerica. The 
Olmec celt dates to the Late Formative period (500 BC-200 AD), suggest- 
ing that the myth enjoyed a livelihood of approximately 2,000 years in 
ancient Mesoamerican art and texts, and the myth of the three hearth 
stones still survives in modern-day Maya communities. Both the 
longevity and multicultural nature of the myth indicate that all 
Mesoamericans held some concept of the three stones of creation, placed 
by the gods at the beginning of time. 


Teotihuacan and 
the Three Mountains 


So, we turn to Teotihuacan. Contemporary with the Maya, and fast on the 
heels of the Olmec, we would expect to see evidence of the myth of the 
three stones of creation at this very prominent Mesoamerican site. In fact, 
we do, but 1 would argue that it appears not in the form of three stones 
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but in the ubiquitous three mountain 
motif (Figure 7.4). Drawn as three 
simple U-shaped forms, the moun- 
tains sometimes have snow-capped 
peaks or flowers growing from them, 
further securing their identification as 
mountains. This motif has long been 
an accepted standard symbol in the 
Teotihuacan visual vocabulary. Schol- 
ars have recognized it as a common 
motif and have suggested that it is as- 
sociated with water, vegetation, and 
fertility, a common iconographic 
identification for imagery of which 
we have little information (von Win- 
Figure 7A ning 1987:11-12). 

Three mountain motif However, if we approach Teotihua- 
can from a Mesoamerican perspec- 
tive, it is tempting to view the three 

mountain motif as an adaptation of the myth of the three stones of cre- 
ation. Tempting as this is, the tertiary nature and the fact that mountains 
have a conceptual similarity to stones is not enough to secure an identifi- 
cation, The identification requires some explanation for the transforma- 
tion of the myth. Most likely, the transformation resulted from the Teoti- 
huacanos” need to adopt a metaphor that fit the reality of their daily 
existence. That daily existence included a valley with three prominent 
mountains. 

Teotihuacan sits in a broad basin ringed by a series of mountain 
ranges. Out of these mountain ranges, three mountains can easily be cho- 
sen as the three most visually striking. These are Cerro Gordo in the 
north, Cerro Patlachique in the south, and Cerro Malinalco in the west 
(Figures 7.5-7.7). The prominence of these mountains is so apparent that 
Manuel Gamio (1979:8-14) highlighted them in his comprehensive study 
of the valley's geography. Unaware of their connection to the mountain 
motif, he published photographs and included detailed descriptions of 
these three mountains. However, a secure connection between these 
mountains and the motif requires proof of the importance of these moun- 
tains to the ancient Teotihuacanos. It must be shown that the Teotihua- 
canos distinguished these three mountains from all the other mountains 
around Teotihuacan and recognized them as special. 
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Figure 7.5 Cerro Gordo and the Moon Pyramid 


The initial evidence that the Teotihuacanos distinguished these three 
mountains comes from the integration of the architecture with the envi- 
ronment. The Avenue of the Dead leads visitors from south to north, with 
the huge mountain of Cerro Gordo functioning as the visual climax of the 
procession (Figure 7.5). The enormous Moon Pyramid sits in front of 
Cerro Gordo, with the real mountain framing the humanmade mountain, 
forming a bond between the two that is both visual and symbolic (Linné 
1934:32-33; Tobriner 1972:104). 

Cerro Gordo is an extinct volcano, and the remains of the crater form a 
cleft that was highly symbolic for the ancient Mesoamericans. In 
Mesoamerican myth, the cleft mountain was the source of the most im- 
portant food of all, maize. In the central Mexican version, Quetzalcoatl 
changed into an ant, burrowed into the mountain, and retrieved the four 
colors of maize. In the Maya version of this myth, the maize god, assisted 
by his sons, sprouted out of the crack in the earth (Taube 1985, 1986; Frei- 
del et al. 1993:281). 

Cerro Gordo was not only the symbolic source of maize, but it was also 
the source of the other most valuable substance, water. Teotihuacan's 
fields were irrigated by a series of natural springs found in the valley, but 
tradition holds that the source of the spring water was Cerro Gordo. 
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Cerro Gordo was envisioned like an inverted pottery vessel, a clay pot 
filled with water. Reportedly, up on the mountain there are special loca- 
tions where one can even hear the water inside the mountain. Deep lava 
tubes produce a sound that is eerily like the sound of water sloshing in a 
vessel (Nuttall 1926: 76; Tobriner 1972:110-111; Taube 1986:52). Thus, 
Cerro Gordo was the mountain of sustenance, the cleft mountain that 
provided the corn and water that sustained the people. The Moon Pyra- 
mid mimicked the shape of the actual mountain, reproducing the vol- 
cano in adobe and stone, thereby appropriating the symbolism of Cerro 
Gordo. As one walks up the Avenue of the Dead, Cerro Gordo eventually 
disappears from view, completely replaced by the Moon Pyramid. The 
pyramid and the mountain are one and the same. 

If the location of the Moon Pyramid was based on Cerro Gordo, then 
the location of the Sun Pyramid was probably influenced by a sacred 
cave found underneath this pyramid (Heyden 1981). The entrance to the 
cave lies just below the stairs of the largest pyramid at the site, and the 
petalled cave sits approximately under the center of the pyramid. Al- 
though integration with underworld symbolism seemingly influenced 
the immediate location, the design of the pyramid carefully incorporated 
the surrounding mountains of the terrestrial and celestial realm. Stand- 
ing in the north and looking to the south, the profile of the Sun Pyramid 
exactly duplicates the natural profile of the mountain called Patlachique 
(Figure 7.6). Both the pyramid and the mountain descend to the right in a 
series of sloped steps. 

Ascending to the top of the Sun Pyramid affords an unobstructed view 
of the entire valley and exposes the third mountain recognized by the 
Teotihuacanos. Across the valley from the Sun Pyramid is Cerro Mali- 
nalco (Figure 7.7). Initially disturbing is the fact that Cerro Malinalco sits 
to the north of the Sun Pyramid's east-west axis. Directly across from the 
Sun Pyramid is Cerro Colorado, but the visual prominence of Cerro Mali- 
nalco makes it the stronger candidate for the third mountain. Even mod- 
ern-day Mexicans recognize the isolated prominence of this mountain, 
for a huge Mexican flag flies from the top of this sequestered mountain. 

In truth, a low ridge connects Cerro Malinalco and Cerro Colorado, 
and it is possible that the Teotihuacanos conceptually linked these two 
peaks. Astronomical associations of the Sun Pyramid make this a distinct 
possibility. The spot where the Pleiades set on the day of solar zenith pas- 
sage is on the slopes of Cerro Colorado (Aveni 1980:222-226). Although it 
would have been a much more tidy package if the Pleiades had set upon 
the crest of Cerro Malinalco, it is also true that the merging of myth with 
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Figure 7.7 View west from the Sun Pyramid with 
Cerro Colorado on the left and Cerro Malinalco on the right 
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Figure 7.8 (a) Pecked cross from Cerro Gordo 
(adapted from Aveni 1980:223); (b) Teotihuacan 
vessel with mountain motif 


the reality of the physical world is often an approximation. The signs of 
the gods are fortuitous but a bit imprecise as well. 

On the slope of Cerro Colorado, archaeologists found a pecked cross 
chipped into a rock outcropping, and similar pecked crosses have been 
found on Cerro Gordo (Figure 7.8a). Even though unconfirmed by ar- 
chaeologists, climbers have reported petroglyphs of concentric circles on 
Patlachique. These pecked crosses are not particular to the mountains 
under discussion, for they appear on mountains throughout the valley, 
within the city itself near the Sun Pyramid and dozens of other places in 
the city, and in Mesoamerica from the state of Zacatecas to Uaxactun in 
Guatemala (Aveni and Hartung 1982). Some of the pecked crosses may 
have marked sight lines for important astronomical events. The moun- 
tains, therefore, would not only carry the symbolism of the three stones, 
but they also record the order of the heavens. The Maya recognized the 
stones on the earth as their hearths and in the sky as a constellation. Like- 
wise, the Teotihuacanos probably saw the celestial aspects of their earthly 
but lofty mountains. Such beliefs interweave heaven and earth, which 
creates a connection between the human and supernatural realms. 

Interestingly, many mountain motifs at Teotihuacan include small cir- 
cles on their summit (Figure 7.4). On one vessel the five dots of a quincunx 
decorate the center of each circle (Figure 7.8b). The quincunx signifies the 
five cardinal directions, a symbol related to the carefully pecked dots com- 
posing the pecked crosses. I suggest that these circles on the mountain 
motif represent the pecked crosses found on the mountains around Teoti- 
huacan. The artists may have included the circles to emphasize the role of 
mountains as astronomical markers. This identification also provides ad- 
ditional evidence that the mountain motif is indeed a mountain. 
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The vase with the quincunx circles on the mountains raises another is- 
sue, for it has six rather than three mountains. In truth, the mountain mo- 
tif does appear in several multiples, but this does not discredit the pres- 
ent hypothesis. Although mountains may appear in a variety of 
numbers, by far the most common quantity of mountains grouped for 
the motif is three. Whereas the Teotihuacanos emphasized the impor- 
tance of three mountains in their symbolism, it did not blind them to the 
fact that there were other mountains. Mountains other than Cerro Gordo, 
Cerro Patlachique, and Cerro Malinalco held sacred symbolism to the 
Teotihuacanos, yet as a unit, these three mountains probably held a spe- 
cial significance. 

The Teotihuacanos did not limit themselves only to recognizing the sa- 
credness of mountains in their immediate surroundings. The site of Chal- 
catzingo is quite a distance away, but Teotihuacan-style paintings in the 
site's caves suggest that Chalcatzingo was a pilgrimage destination.’ One 
such painting provides evidence that the Teotihuacanos did connect nu- 
merical concepts of mountains with a sense of place (Figure 7.9). The 
painting includes two mountains around an opening with the features of 
a mouth. The painter positioned the mountains asymmetrically, which is 
not typical in Teotihuacan-style painting. David Grove (1987:191-193) 
noted this asymmetry and took special care to look for the third moun- 
tain. He noted that the third mountain could have weathered away but ar- 
gued that two may represent the original number. As he suggested, any- 
one who has visited Chalcatzingo can easily surmise why there would 
only be two mountains. The major en- 
vironmental aspect of the site is the 
two mountains that project out of the 
plain in a startlingly abrupt manner. 
Chalcatzingo, most assuredly, is a 
two mountain place, and the Teoti- 
huacanos might have branded it as 
such with their painting. 

At Teotihuacan the integration of 
the architecture with the natural 
mountains, the astronomical mark- 
ers, and the visual prominence of á gure7.9 Teotihuacan-style 
particular mountains indicate that painting of two mountain 
Cerro Gordo, Cerro Patlachique, and motif from Cave 19, 

Cerro Malinalco were singled out as Chalcatzingo (adapted from 
the three prominent mountains inthe Grove 1987:192) 
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Teotihuacan Valley. These three mountains surely correspond to the three 
mountain motif and function as the Teotihuacan version of the three 
stones of creation. We can assume that the official Teotihuacan doctrine 
was that these three mountains were the first three stones placed at the 
time of creation. Proceeding from this doctrine, the Teotihuacanos would 
have held that they lived at the site of creation, and thus their city was 
positioned at the center of the cosmos. This need to live at the center is 
fully consistent with Doris Heyden's (1981) proposal that the Teotihua- 
canos and other Mesoamericans practiced a form of geomancy whereby 
the physical environment as it reflected mythological constructs served 
as a guide to the foundation and planning of settlements and cities. 

Earlier, I argued that the Moon Pyramid functioned as a humanmade 
reproduction of Cerro Gordo, that is, the pyramid was a symbolic moun- 
tain. This belief was not restricted to Teotihuacan, for all Mesoamericans 
conceptually linked their pyramids to mountains. Maya hieroglyphic in- 
scriptions refer to the pyramids as witz, the Maya word for mountain. At 
the Maya site of Palenque, pyramids physically made a link with moun- 
tains. The Temple of the Inscriptions was built into the side of a sacred 
mountain, and the Maya built the Temple of the Cross over a natural 
mountain (González 1993:39). At the Terminal Classic site of El Tajín, an 
actual mountain frames the Pyramid of the Niches, again symbolically 
binding the constructed with the natural. Much later in the Postclassic 
period, the Aztec referred to their Templo Mayor as Coatepec, the Snake 
Mountain where their culture hero Huitzilopochtli was born and de- 
feated his sister Coyolxauhqui. In this volume, Kathryn Reese-Taylor and 
Rex Koontz argue that El Tajín's Pyramid of the Niches was an earlier 
version of this Coatepec, further connecting this pyramid with a moun- 
tain (see chapter 1). In short, it is a fundamental principle in Mesoamer- 
ica that pyramids symbolize mountains from mythology. 


The Three Temple Complex 


At Teotihuacan, the symbolism of the three mountain/stones of creation 
was further elaborated upon within the city. The major pyramids do not 
stand in isolation; they are accompanied by pairs of pyramids. The Sun 
Pyramid provides the archetypal case (Figure 7.10). In front of the pyra- 
mid are two smaller structures forming a triad with an altar at the center. 
If pyramids were metaphorical mountains, a triad of pyramids would 
symbolize the three mountain/stones of creation. In other words, origi- 
nally there was the myth of the three stones of creation; the Teotihua- 
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canos may have then taken this myth 
and promoted the belief that the three 
mountains of their valley were the 
three stones of creation, and then they 
built symbolic reproductions of the 
three mountains within the city with 
their pyramids. 

This triadic arrangement of struc- 
tures seen in the Sun Pyramid may 
have served as the model for many 
other temple structures within the city. 
Throughout the city of Teotihuacan are O O K} 
the well-known three temple com- 
plexes. As the name suggests, these are 
arrangements of three temples around 
a patio, with an altar at the center 
(Wallrath 1966; Angulo Villaseñor 
1987). Although precise dating requires 
the excavation of many more temple complexes, Matthew Wallrath 
(1966:116), George Cowgill (1974:388), and Evelyn Childs Rattray 
(1992:4—6) positioned them in the Tzacualli phase, although work by Pa- 
tricia Plunket and Gabriela Urufiuela (1998) demonstrates that the ori- 
gins of the three temple arrangement dates back at least as far as the Pre- 
classic period.* The Teotihuacan Mapping Project found more than 
twenty free-standing three temple complexes in their extensive survey of 
the city (Cowgill 1974:388). 

The Teotihuacanos built their three temple complexes in a variety of 
sizes. In their largest form, they incorporated the grandest structures at 
the site, including both the Moon and Sun Pyramids (Millon 1992:390; 
Pasztory 1992:296). These giant triadic arrangements formed commu- 
nity-level three temple complexes. The enormous plazas and towering 
temples would have provided adequate space for participation of the en- 
tire population and any visitors to the city. Rituals in such imposing three 
temple complexes could have offered communal cohesion and reinforced 
the state religion. 

Another group of three temple complexes have an intermediate size. 
This group is distinct from the apartment compounds but not directly 
along the Avenue of the Dead; René Millon (1973:40; 1981:212-213) ar- 
gued for the existence of barrio temples at Teotihuacan that played an ad- 
ministrative role.5 Barrio-level three temple complexes probably were the 


Figure 7.10 The Sun 
Pyramid with altar and two 
accompanying temples 
(adapted from Millon 1993:19) 
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location of neighborhood rituals. Barrio rituals reinforced the bonds of 
neighborhoods within the vast city and would have been a useful means 
of political control through civic and religious obligations and participa- 
tion. 

In an even smaller format, the Teotihuacanos constructed household- 
level three temple complexes. By the Tlamimilolpa phase (200-400 AD), 
the majority of Teotihuacanos seem to have lived in structures commonly 
referred to as apartment compounds. These are dwellings that were 
roughly rectangular or square; one-story in height; and bounded by high, 
windowless walls (Séjourné 1959, 1966b; Millon 1973, 1976, 1981, 1993; 
Manzanilla 1993:92). Although appearing in many variations, the inter- 
nal space of each of the apartment compounds included a maze of habi- 
tational rooms arranged around open patios. In most of the apartment 
compounds, one of the largest of these open patios takes the form of a 
small-scale three temple complex with an altar in the center. The altars, 
the open nature of the patios, and the artifacts recovered from the patios 
indicate that these served as areas for ritual activities. Therefore, these 
domestic-level three temple complexes probably served as the ritual area 
for the extended family living within each compound (Manzanilla 1991). 
Thus, from the ceremonial center to the neighborhood to the household, 
the three temple complexes seem to reproduce the mythological three 
stones of creation. A possible state doctrine that Teotihuacan was located 
at the exact location of creation may have started with the natural envi- 
ronment, may have been elaborated upon with civic structures, and may 
have even infiltrated the home in the form of apartment compound three 
temple complexes. 


The Three Temples of Atetelco 


A set of murals in one apartment compound three temple complex pro- 
vides insight into how the intensive reproduction of this myth merged 
with the political structure of Teotihuacan. The murals appear in the 
apartment compound called Atetelco. Atetelco lies in the northwest 
quadrant of the city and seems to have been the residence of a fairly pros- 
perous lineage. The ritual patio is called the White Patio and dates to ap- 
proximately 300—400 AD (Cabrera 1995:206) (Figure 7.11). The three tem- 
ples of the White Patio have open porticos, and the walls of these 
porticos are decorated with murals painted in red and white. 

Each of the porticos has the same basic compositional elements, even 
though several iconographic motifs substitute for each of those elements. 
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Figure 7.11 Plan of the White Patio, 
Atetelco (adapted from Miller 1973:158) 


For instance, the upper walls of each portico consist of a net-like grid 
with a particular individual repeated in each of the diamond-shaped 
openings of the grid; however, the individual changes between each of 
the porticos. The central portico in the east depicts numerous images of 
an individual that Linda Schele (1995) has identified as the king (Figure 
7.12a). One basis for her argument is that many Mesoamerican kings 
dressed themselves in the accoutrements of the primary deity. In the case 
of the Maya, rulers often wore the costume of the maize god, thereby as- 
sociating themselves with the preeminent god of their pantheon. Like- 
wise, the individual in the central temple of the White Patio has charac- 
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teristics of that city's primary deity, the Great Goddess. Specifically, he 
wears the fanged nose plaque and bird-festooned headdress of the Great 
Goddess. Other characteristics of his position include his staff of office 
and the conch shell trumpet he holds at his waist. The staff is very similar 
to the royal staff wielded by a Zapotec ruler on Monolith 1c from Monte 
Albán (Figure 7.13) that Marcus Winter (1990:131-132) identified as a 
staff of office and a symbol of power for the Zapotec. Oaxaca also pro- 
vides evidence that the possession of the conch shell trumpet is a royal 
prerogative. Ten conch shell effigies found inside the elaborate Period I 
Tomb 43 at Monte Albán led Kent Flannery and Joyce Marcus to argue 
that conch shell trumpets were associated with public office among the 
Zapotec (Flannery 1976:335; Flannery and Marcus 1983:90). Thus, the- 
matically, the central temple seems to be associated with the office of the 
king. 

As for the flanking porticos, each of these temples is dedicated to the 
imagery of a particular warrior order associated with an animal. In the 
diamond-shaped spaces of these murals, members of a coyote warrior or- 
der appear in the south temple (Figure 7.12b), and bird warriors appear 
in the north temple (Figure 7.12c, 7.12d). The rationale for the animal as- 
sociations of the military orders lies with observations Freidel et al. 
(1993) made about Maya soldiers. Building on the extensive evidence for 
a belief in nawalism—or a belief that humans not only have but can 
change into an animal companion—the authors suggest that ancient 
Maya soldiers went into battle transformed into their animal counter- 
parts. The murals of Atetelco would suggest that the Teotihuacanos 
shared this common Mesoamerican belief. 

The most convincing evidence of this assertion comes from the north 
temple, which features members of the bird warrior order. On the two 
side walls of the portico, the principal image is a typical Teotihuacan 
warrior wearing a year sign headdress and carrying a bundle of three at- 
lat] darts (Figure 7.12c). In his other hand is a stick or baton with which 
he strikes a bird whose head spurts droplets of blood. The result of this 
violence or sacrifice appears on the rear wall of this same portico. Here, 
the repeated individual is a composite bird human (Figure 7.12d). The 
figure still sports a year sign headdress and carries the atlatl darts, but he 
now grips the actual atlatl. While the left hand holding the darts is hu- 
man, the claws poking through the atlatl indicate that the other hand has 
the form of a bird. Likewise, bird claws emerge from the straps of his hu- 
man sandals, and he has a tail, feathers covering his body, and a beaked 
bird face. 
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Figure 7.12 Details of the murals of the White Patio, Atetelco, 
Teotihuacan: (a) east portico depicting the Teotihuacan king (adapted 
from von Winning 1987:104); (b) south portico depicting a coyote warrior 
(adapted from Villagra Caleti 1971:Figure 17); (c) side wall of the north 
portico depicting a warrior hitting a bird (adapted from Pasztory 
1974:Figure 15); (d) rear wall of the north portico depicting a bird warrior 
(adapted from von Winning 1987:95; Villagra Caleti 1971:Figure 21) 
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Figure 7.13 Zapotec ruler with staff, Monolith 1c, 
Monte Albán (adapted from Marcus 1983:Figure 5.8) 


Were it not for the upright stance and the obvious human clothing, the 
figure could be said to be more bird than human. Indeed, I would argue 
that this is a human, but a human who has transformed into his animal 
companion via the violent ritual shown on the side walls. That is, the 
north portico seems to show a vision of cause and effect, telling the audi- 
ence just how the transformation transpires. Thus, on the side walls the 
warrior sacrifices a bird, which results in the imagery of the rear wall: the 
warrior's ability to transform into a supernatural bird. Although the 
south portico only shows fully transformed coyote warriors (Figure 
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7.12b), its close proximity to the north portico suggests similar activities. 
The figures depicted in these diamond spaces also wear the year sign 
headdress and carry an atlatl and atlatl darts. They, too, walk like hu- 
mans even though they have claws, fur, and coyote snouts and teeth. The 
individuals associated with this portico seem to transform into coyotes 
when they go into war. 

Even though the imagery of the murals provides a wealth of informa- 
tion about religious rituals and belief systems, in their simplest form each 
of the porticos is dedicated to one thematic element, specifically the office 
of the king and two military orders (Figure 7.11). What is interesting 
about the murals is how the physical placement of each thematic concept 
seems to suggest the relationship of the actual political bodies. The im- 
agery of the king appears in the central temple. This temple is larger, has 
a floor that is elevated above the other two, and probably had a higher 
roof. All of these elements indicate that this structure was the most im- 
portant structure in the group. Certainly it is fitting that imagery of the 
highest political office appears in the most important temple. Accord- 
ingly, the flanking structures have secondary status; ritual activities in 
these two temples probably supplemented the primary rituals in the cen- 
tral temple. It therefore follows that the imagery in these two temples 
represents political institutions of secondary importance to the office of 
the king. The king may have needed the orders of the bird and coyote 
warriors for support and legitimization, but nevertheless, the king held 
the supreme position of power. I am suggesting that the physical 
arrangement of the murals may reflect the actual political structure of 
Teotihuacan. The politics of Teotihuacan may have been envisioned as a 
triadic structure. The primary governing bodies may have been the king 
and the military orders of the bird and coyote warriors. 

Support for such a political structure comes from the later Aztec. Un- 
derneath the Aztec king and his cabinet were the powerful military or- 
ders of the eagle and jaguar knights. At the Aztec site of Malinalco, eagle 
and jaguar thrones decorate a room used for the installation of provincial 
rulers (Townsend 1992:37). The thrones indicate the powerful role played 
by the military orders. In the Florentine Codex, Fray Bernardino de Sa- 
hagün repeatedly ties the office of the king to the eagle and jaguar 
knights. Describing a creature called a chimalcoatl or shield-serpent, Sa- 
hagún relates that a person who saw the snake ".. . gains merit: he merits 
the eagle mat, the ocelot [jaguar] mat; it is said that he merits the estate of 
ruling general, of general” (Sahagún 1950-1969, Volume XI:81). The men- 
tion of the mat is particularly interesting, as it is a well-established sym- 
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bol of rulership throughout Mesoamerica. In fact, the passage harkens 
back to the throne room of Malinalco, for the eagle and jaguar thrones 
were equivalents of the eagle and jaguar mats. Sahagún's association of 
the eagle and jaguar with the mat closely connects concepts of power to 
the military orders. 

Sahagún (1950-1969, Volume VI:23-26) also records that the status of 
the ruler directly affected the members of the eagle and jaguar orders. 
When the ruler abused his position, the eagle and jaguar knights were 
troubled and wept. Likewise, so intimately was their well-being tied to 
the ruler that when the ruler died, the knights professed their desire to 
die, Although such statements reflect the exaggeration of public displays, 
it is notable for the purposes at hand that it is the eagle and jaguar 
knights who are specifically mentioned as being linked to the ruler. A 
symbiotic relationship of power seems to have existed between the king 
and the military orders. The structural relationship between the murals 
of the White Patio suggests that a similar codependency may have char- 
acterized the political structure of Teotihuacan. 


Political Structure and 
the Three Stones of Creation 


Thematically, 1 have suggested, each of the porticos of the White Patio fea- 
tures a different political entity. The king, the bird warriors, and the coy- 
ote warriors each commandeer one of these spaces to celebrate the nature 
and insignia of their respective offices (Figure 7.11). The physical isolation 
of the three political bodies in their own temples recognizes their inde- 
pendence, even while the temples form one architectural space that re- 
veals the hierarchical relationship between them. The ruler is in the center, 
towering over all other political bodies, yet this pinnacle needs its base of 
support that appears in the White Patio as the bird and coyote warriors. I 
have argued that Teotihuacan had a triadic political structure much like 
that recorded for the Aztec, and that the physical arrangement of thematic 
motifs in the White Patio reflects an actual political structure. However, 
the murals of the White Patio convey an even richer message, for they in- 
tegrate political structure with cosmological mythology. 

In an ingenious conflation, the murals of the White Patio merge the po- 
litical structure of Teotihuacan with the creation myth. If the three temple 
complexes symbolically represented the three stones of creation, then the 
designer of the White Patio purposefully overlaid the political structure 
onto this mythical event of genesis. Each political body is associated with 
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one of the temples; therefore, each political body is associated with one of 
the three stones of creation. An analogy was made between the act of the 
gods at creation and the political institutions subsequently created by the 
humans living at Teotihuacan. The political institutions of the king and 
the orders of the bird and coyote warriors were conceptually linked to 
the three stones of creation. It is as if the gods ordained that the city 
should be governed by a triadic political system. These human constructs 
were legitimated by their comparison to this core myth. The political 
structure seems preordained from the beginning of time. 

One might wonder why the ritual space of an apartment compound 
would concern itself with the political structure of the city as a whole. 
Much is missing in this puzzle, for there is little evidence as to who lived 
at Atetelco. Residents of the compound may have had strong lineage ties 
to the king, but there is little to suggest this. More likely, the inhabitants 
of Atetelco were members of military orders, perhaps even the bird and 
coyote orders, and they chose this decorative program to emphasize the 
ruler's reliance on their political support. The strong martial themes 
throughout the White Patio are in accord with such an idea, as are other 
murals at Atetelco. Just north of the White Patio are rooms with murals 
depicting war shields. Decorative motifs from construction that post- 
dates the White Patio continue to feature the bird and coyote. One such 
patio north of the White Patio has coyotes emerging from bowls, and the 
later Painted Patio included terra-cottas of birds and coyotes (Armillas 
1950:57; Cabrera 1992). Atetelco's preoccupation with these two military 
motifs indicates that its residents could have been members of these elite 
political bodies and therefore had reason to glorify their close relation- 
ship with the ruler. 

Sahagün (1950-1969, Volume IV:91) provided some rationale for why 
members of the military would choose to support the ruler. He explained 
that before an official installation, a newly elected Aztec ruler needed to 
conduct a war to obtain captives for the inaugural ceremonies. A success- 
ful war necessitated the support of the military who would fight and 
bring home these captives. The ruler gained the support of the military 
through incentive. Warriors who brought back a captive were rewarded 
with elevated status. The bond between the king and the military was 
one of mutual dependence. Each profited by the other's success. Perhaps 
members of the military lived within the apartment compound of 
Atetelco and commissioned these murals to emphasize their connection 
with the most important political office in the city, the basis for much of 
their social status. 
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The political themes in the private context of the White Patio may also 
stem from the Teotihuacan state's desire to integrate the periphery with 
the center. In a variety of sizes, the Teotihuacanos replicated the three 
temple complex within the city. From the most public triadic groupings 
such as the Sun Pyramid to the three temple complexes in the barrios and 
apartment compounds, the same arrangement of ritual structures sug- 
gests a uniformity to ritual and belief. State rituals in public spaces may 
have been replicated in more domestic spaces, thereby reinforcing the 
ideals of the state. It would seem that the invasive finger of the state en- 
tered even the private arenas of Teotihuacan life. 

Thus, from the ceremonial center to the barrio to the household, the 
three temple complexes reproduced the mythological three stones of cre- 
ation. The state doctrine that Teotihuacan was located at the exact loca- 
tion of creation started with the natural environment, was elaborated 
upon with civic structures, and even infiltrated the home in the form of 
apartment compound three temple complexes. Specifically in the White 
Patio, the building of the three temple complex at Atetelco brought with 
it not just the mythological doctrine of the center but also the political 
structure. The creation of the world, the setting of the three stones, may 
have explained just why the ruler and two warrior orders governed 
Teotihuacan. Teotihuacan's elite compared their power structure to the 
act of the gods. 

In concluding this discussion, I have to say that I am not fully con- 
vinced that this triadic political system remained intact throughout the 
approximately 700-year span of Teotihuacan. There is clear evidence that 
there were other military orders besides the bird and coyote orders. 
These other orders may have competed for power with the bird and coy- 
ote orders, even displacing the bird and coyote orders for long periods. 
Surely the rise and fall of individual fortunes or the charisma of a partic- 
ular leader led to modifications and manipulations of the system. Never- 
theless, I do strongly maintain that the White Patio offers a view of the 
political agenda of the residents of one apartment compound at one mo- 
ment in Teotihuacan's history. For one reason or another, the residents of 
Atetelco chose to promote a political structure that integrated political in- 
stitutions with the fundamental mythological belief of the city. Even 
though Teotihuacan has long kept its political structure secret from mod- 
ern scholars, the White Patio provides a glimpse of the strategic position- 
ing of one group of individuals who lived together inside the walls of 
Atetelco. It tells us how the Teotihuacanos strove to integrate their tem- 
ples with the natural environment, and it tells us how the city and its po- 
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litical institutions must reflect the order established by the gods at the 
time of creation. 
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Notes 


1. For pivotal examples of this tradition, see Kubler 1967; Pasztory 1988, 1992, 
1997; and Millon 1992. 

2. For the seminal work concerning Mesoamerican concepts of living at the 
center, see Vogt 1976. 

3. Pilgrimage to mountain tops is an established Mesoamerican practice. Sa- 
hagün (1950-1969 11:27) recorded that naked priests carried branches to the sur- 
rounding mountains at midnight in the month of Panquetzaliztli. Vogt's 
(1976:183-184) work proved that such rituals continue today amongst the Zi- 
nacantecos. As part of year renewal rituals, shamans and their helpers visit 
mountain shrines to pray and place bundles of red geraniums. 

4. Cowgill (personal communication 1996) related that recent ceramic analysis 
by Annick Daneels in the Group 5-prime three temple complex suggests that 
these complexes may be no earlier than Miccaotli. 

5. It is still unclear whether these midsized temples represent barrios. As 
Cowgill (1993:123) noted, some of these pyramids seem too large to function as 
such and seem somewhat isolated from their supposed barrio. Likewise, he em- 
phasized that they do not fit the expected pattern for an administrative network 
because they are too concentrated in some areas and too sparse in others. 

6. For a fuller discussion on three temple complexes in apartment compounds, 
see Headrick 1996 . 
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Copán, Honduras 
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The study of Classic Maya material remains is characterized by a fascina- 
tion with the inscribed stone monuments, architecture, and exquisite 
portable works of art, which are among the ancient Maya civilization’s 
principal legacy. Many of these investigations attempt to delve beyond 
surface appearances in order to discern the cultural systems in which 
these works were constructed—one example of this approach is the 
study of the architecture at the site of Copan in Western Honduras. 
Specifically, the examination of the iconography and site planning associ- 
ated with Structure 22A, supported by archaeological and ethnographic 
evidence, provides a means to explore a specific moment in Copan’s his- 
tory and the response of its elite to a time of political turmoil. 

In 1985, the Copán Mosaics Project was established to investigate the 
wealth of information contained in the piles of inscribed stone that tum- 
bled from building facades centuries earlier. The central focus of this 
project was to examine the ideological adaptations and political strate- 
gies of the eighth- and early ninth-century Copán rulers with respect to 
the demands of an increasing population, expanding elite system and po- 
litical instability. 

The piles of unprovenienced sculpture located about the site provided 
an insufficient basis for the reconstruction and subsequent interpretation 
of the sculpted facades. Because researchers realized these limitations, 
extensive excavations were undertaken in the main group of ruins as part 
of the Copán Acropolis Archaeological Project. Beginning in 1986, several 
buildings in the Main Group of ruins came under intense scrutiny—in- 
cluding Structure 22A, the focus of this chapter. 
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The excavations of Structure 22A, located on the northwest edge of 
Copán's Main Acropolis (Figure 8.1), were conducted in 1988 and 1990 
by me along with Sheree Lane and Barbara Fash. The purpose of these in- 
vestigations was to test Fash's hypothesis that the woven mat symbol 
still in situ on the east facade of the building indicated that Structure 22A 
was the mat house, or Popol Na (B. Fash and W. Fash 1991; B. Fash et al. 
1992). In many Maya languages pop means woven mat—a symbol of au- 
thority—whereas na is translated as house. 

In the sixteenth-century colonial Yucatec accounts of the Motul (Mar- 
tinez Hernández 1929) and San Francisco (1870)dictionaries, a Popol Na is 
referred to as the "council house" or "community house." These readings 
are reiterated in the early seventeenth-century Cholti Maya dictionary by 
Pedro Morán, in which the term for Mat House—the Popol Otot—is trans- 
lated as the "community house." Based upon these translations and ad- 
ditional ethnographic evidence, mat houses are believed to represent the 
place where the community elders and lineage heads met to discuss is- 
sues concerning the populace, to conduct ceremonies, and to teach and 
perform ritual dances (Stomper 19962). 


Sculptural Analysis 


When sculptural adornments remain ín situ on a building facade, they 
provide an ideal situation that further excavations serve to enhance. A 
recognized motif, its method of articulation and position upon a build- 
ing, furnishes the research team with invaluable advance knowledge and 
a keener awareness of what to look for during the excavation process. 
The existing mat motif on the eastern side of Structure 22A was the key to 
reconstructing the other mat sculptures that fell around the perimeter of 
the building when it collapsed (Figure 8.2). The somewhat tedious task of 
plotting the fallen positions of each sculpted mat motif, many of which 
were still in a semiarticulated state, enabled the project almost to recon- 
struct fully the ten mat designs as they originally appeared upon the 
building (Figure 8.3). 

The analysis of the fall patterns of these mat motifs indicate that large, 
sculpted mats were placed over all three doorways on the south facade 
and in three corresponding positions on the back side of the building. 
Two additional mats were placed on each of the east and west facades. 

Along with the mat motif, another important clue for reconstructing 
the facade came in the form of a large sculpted glyph that fell directly in 
front of the west column on the front side of the building. This hiero- 


Figure 8.1 Map of Copán Main Group. 


After W. Fash (1991:Figure 8) 
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Figure 8.2 10L-22A mat motif fall pattern map. 
After Fash et al. (1992:Figure 11) 


glyph was found next to its companion mat design. Again, through care- 
ful plotting, excavation, and extensive search through the piles of sculp- 
ture at the site, a total of nine hieroglyphs were found to have adorned 
the structure—one on the west facade, two on the north, two on south, 
and one glyph on each corner (Figure 8.4). 

Associated with each of these nine hieroglyphs were parts of sculpted 
bodies and headdresses (Figure 8.5). Although no complete figure was 
excavated, the numerous fragments of limbs, loincloths, and headdress 
feathers were matched with bodies found scattered about the site. From 
the fall patterns of the sculptures, we know that these human figures 
were seated in niches above the hieroglyphs. In addition, pieces of sculp- 
ture from a single large figure were found throughout the excavation of 
the structure. These pieces are part of a roof comb that held an image of 
the ruler sitting atop a double-headed jaguar throne. 

The iconography of this structure provides an emic view of how the 
Copán Maya structured their community. It illustrates how the commu- 
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i Copan Temple 22A Facade 
Figure 8.3 Drawing of Structure 10L-22A reconstruction. 
After W. Fash (1991:Figure 85) 
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Figure 8.4 Toponyms and locations on 10L-22A. 


Drawing by Barbara Fash with additions by Elizabeth Pope 
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nity was organized in relation to 
the physical geography of the val- 
ley and how the Copán Maya un- 
derstood their place in the greater 
Maya cosmos. To understand the 
extent and meaning of the artwork 
on the facade, a review /overview 
of other models of Maya commu- 
nity structure is necessary before 
presenting my model of the Copán 
community based on Structure 
10L-22A. 


Maya Community Structure 


Copan Temple 22a Facade 
Figure 8.5 10L-22A niche An analysis of the function and 


figure (front facade). 


meaning of Structure 10L-22A pro- 
Drawing by Barbara Fash 


vides the basis for a model of com- 
munity structure at Copán. The 
model draws upon previous work concerning social and political organi- 
zation by researchers, such as Edward Kurjack, Michael Coe, and 
William Fash. Although space does not permit a complete analysis of 
each scholar's work, a brief summary of each is needed in order to pro- 
vide a foundation for my present study. 

The excavation of a single structure often does not provide sufficient 
data to make broad inferences about cultural behavior, yet the case of 
Structure 10L-22A is different. The combination of settlement pattern 
data, along with archaeological and ethnographic data, provides the ba- 
sis for creating a model of ancient Maya community structure for Copán 
during the Late Classic period. 

Several scholars have attempted to create models of Lowland Maya 
community structure with varying degrees of success. Their success was 
often limited by the nature of the data, and with the addition of more in- 
formation, the models become more robust. Copán, with more than a 
century of archaeological research, provides an opportunity to create one 
of the most dynamic models yet. In order to create this model, an exami- 
nation of earlier attempts to describe ancient Maya community structure 
is necessary. What follows is not a comprehensive review of all scholar- 
ship on Maya community organization but rather a selection of models 
that are pertinent to this study. 
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Concentric Ring Mode 
of Community Structure 


Bishop Diego de Landa, writing in the fifteenth century, was probably 
the first scholar to write about Maya social organization and community 
structure. He stated that the Maya: 


... lived together in towns in a very civilized fashion. They kept the 
land well cleared and free from weeds, and planted good trees. Their 
dwelling place was as follows: in the middle of the town were their 
temples with beautiful plazas, and all around the temples stood the 
houses of the lords and the priests, and [those of] the most important 
people. Thus came the houses of the richest and those who were 
held in the highest estimation nearest these, and at the outskirts of 
the town were the houses of the lower class (Tozzer 1941:62). 


This statement indicates that proximity to the site center equaled 
power and probably wealth. Thus, the community could be divided into 
concentric zones, with power and prestige emanating from the center 
out. William Sanders and Barbara Price noted that there is a tendency for 
all preindustrial urban centers to exhibit this pattern (1968:147-148). 
Bishop Landa's observations provide a testable hypothesis concerning 
the post-Conquest Maya that can be examined against archaeological ev- 
idence obtained from the Maya of the Classic period. 

Landa's model was tested and confirmed by Edward Kurjack's work at 
Dzibilchaltun (Kurjack 1974; Kurjack and Andrews 1976; Kurjack and 
Garza 1981). Kurjack discovered that the building complexes with the 
most vaulted architecture clustered near the center of the site, defining 
the core area. He argued that the vaulted masonry structures were more 
expensive than thatched roofed structures and thus were occupied by 
those with wealth and status, confirming Landa's observations (Kurjack 
1974). 

According to Kurjack, Dzibilchaltun was divided into three concentric 
areas (Figure 8.6): 


1. The central group consisted of a heavy concentration of vaulted 
architecture in a small (.25 km?) area surrounding the Cenote 
Xlacah. 

2. The central aggregate contained a clustering of vaulted ruins in 
an elongated area of over 3 km surrounding the central group. 
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Figure 8.6 (a) Map of Dzibilchaltun core area. 
After Kurjack (1974:Figure 24); (b) Coe's quadripartite division of the community. 
After Coe (1965:Figure 1); (c) Overlay of Coe's model on Dzibilchaltun 
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3. The peripheral sphere was the area where small groups of vaulted 
ruins are widely-scattered (1974:93—94). 


In addition, the masonry structures of the core area were built on low 
platforms, with some degree of order and planning in their layout. Sur- 
rounding these platforms were small, less well-constructed buildings 
that were scattered in a seemingly random fashion. Kurjack stated that 
these clusters were neighborhoods and that, ". . . clusters of buildings al- 
most certainly housed members of some form of social group" (1974:93). 
He was less certain if they were kin groups due to the fact that the 
boundaries between groups of buildings within the clusters were 
stronger than the boundaries between the clusters themselves. 

Kurjack's reconstruction of Dzibilchaltun community structure is di- 
rectly in correspondence with Bishop Landa's sixteenth-century observa- 
tions. The concentric concentration of wealth /status/power occurred on 
several levels. At the site level, the vaulted masonry buildings tended to 
cluster near the center of the site. These vaulted masonry buildings, con- 
structed atop the platforms, were the centers around which the smaller 
structures revolve. Finally, in the peripheral area, causeways linked other- 
wise strongly demarcated building complexes to each other, as well as to 
the site core (Kurjack and Garza 1981:308). The use of causeways as a sort 
of umbilical cord to attach remote areas to the site core was evidenced by 
the clustering of vaulted architecture around the causeways. On an even 
larger scale, the causeway systems of other sites (such as the Coba-Yax- 
una, Uci-Cansahcab, and the Izamal-Ake) served to connect distant satel- 
lite communities and distinct sites together. Certainly, these causeways 
were used for transport, but their underlying purpose was to unite sym- 
bolically two or more communities. Even though their distance from the 
dominant site would place them far from the concentric ring that pos- 
sessed the highest degree of wealth /status / power, the causeway enabled 
the satellite communities to be directly connected closer to the center. 

Due to its large size and tropical forest locale, settlement data from 
Tikal have been difficult to synthesize. William Haviland and other 
scholars, such as Marshall Becker, Peter Harrison, and Dennis Puleston, 
have focused their studies on settlement patterns at the site (Haviland 
1968, 1972, 1982, 1985, 1992; Harrison 1970; Becker 1982, 1986; Puleston 
1983). These examinations provide a model of community organization 
similar to that proposed by Kurjack for Dzibilchaltun. Wendy Ashmore 
recently examined the architectural layout of Twin Pyramid groups with 
regard to cosmology and directionality (1991). 
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According to these scholars, there was a clustering of major palaces 
near the core of the site. Although they were not confined to the central 
area, they were far more prominent in the core than elsewhere in the site 
(Puleston 1983). Haviland argued that the very heart of the city was the 
Central Acropolis, in which the ruling family probably lived, and farther 
from the center of the site there were fewer and fewer major palace com- 
plexes (1992:51). This layout is consistent with Kurjack's reconstruction 
of concentric rings of vaulted architecture at Dzibilchaltun. 

As in Dzibilchaltun, Tikal palace structures were surrounded by and 
associated with smaller buildings. These concentrations of structures rep- 
resented residence by clans or “localized lineages” (Haviland 1972:5). In 
addition, causeways cut through swampy lands to connect key locations 
of the site core, providing a practical physical connection in this swampy 
area while symbolically connecting important locales and defining the 
nucleus of the site. Furthermore, defensive constructions in the forms of 
low walls were found, possibly defining the maximum extent of the core 
area. Again, this pattern is the same one (except for the defensive walls) 
exhibited by Dzibilchaltun and discussed by Landa. 

Several other sites, such as Becan, Cuca, Dzonote Ake, and Muralla de 
Leon contain walls /defensive works that served to define the core area. 
Cuca, for example, had both an inner and an outer wall. The inner wall 
surrounded the ceremonial heart of the city and elite residences, whereas 
the area enclosed by the outer wall was densely settled with additional 
elite and other types of residential structures (Webster 1976). Those living 
outside the walls could flee into the inner areas during short periods of 
conflict, while those who permanently resided inside the walls (along 
with the most sacred structures of the site) were always protected. There- 
fore, the walls served an obvious defensive nature but can also be under- 
stood as visible markers for the differentiation of levels of wealth, status, 
and power. 

There are several common features presented in the above models on 
community structure. First and foremost, proximity was proportional to 
status, wealth, and power, creating a pattern of concentric rings emanat- 
ing out from the site core. Due to certain topographic concerns (such as 
cenotes, bajos, and so forth) these rings are never exact, but the clustering 
of elite and sacred structures near the core is evident. Second, the rela- 
tionship between proximity and power/ wealth /status was reflected on 
every level from the house level, to the cluster or complex level, to the in- 
trasite and intersite level. Third, the clusters of residential units served as 
the loci for clans, localized lineages (Tikal), or social groups (Dzibilchal- 
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tun). Finally, the causeway served as a symbolic unifier of disparate ar- 
eas, in addition to being a means of transportation and communication. 


Four Quarters Model 
of Community Structure 


One of the most important works on ancient Maya community structure 
was published in 1965 by Michael Coe. Using ethnohistorical documents, 
mainly the native Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel and Bishop Landa's ac- 
counts, Coe proposed a model of Maya community structure different 
from, yet complementary to, that described above. Instead of concentric 
rings of occupation emanating out from the site core, Coe's model resulted 
in a quadripartite division of the site /community (Coe 1965) (Figure 8.6b). 

His interpretation came from a careful reading of the Uayeb Rites dis- 
cussed in Landa's Relación de las Cosas de Yucatán (Tozzer 1941:135—150). 
The Uayeb Rites involved ritual feasting, dancing, and the movement of 
idols from rock piles located at the community entrances to structures in 
the center of the city and back again to the entrances, These rock piles, 
and the entrances that they flanked, were often located on the cardinal 
points of the compass (Coe 1965:100). 

The idols resided at times in the house of a principal, located in the cen- 
ter of the city where feasting and dancing took place. Each year a differ- 
ent principal would host these rituals. Coe argued that the principal 
resided in one of the four quadrants of the city, and the rituals rotated 
yearly among the principales and therefore among the quadrants. Coe 
also argued that it is possible that communal authority was transferred 
from one quadrant to the next on a cyclical basis, mirroring the shift of 
authority from one principal to the next (Coe 1965:110). 

The principales that Coe referred to above were probably the ah 
holpop—literally "he (those) at the head of the mat." The holpop was de- 
scribed by Alfredo Barrera Vasquez as, ". . . príncipe del convite; el casero 
duefio de las casa llamada popol na, donde se juntan a tratar cosas de re- 
publica y enseñarese a bailar para los fiestas del pueblo; tenía a su cargo 
los edificios municipales" (1981:345).! Roys stated that the holpop: 


... were like regidors or captains, and through them the people nego- 
tiated with the lord for whatever they desired. These and no others, 
consulted with the lord on matters and embassies from outside. The 
term, holpop, is found only in the sources concerning the Yucatán 
(Roys 1943:64). 
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The lord mentioned in the above quotation was the halach uinic, the 
"real man"(Roys 1943:59) who served as the ruler of the town or the 
province. In addition to acting as the head of the town (which was also 
was the provincial capital), the halach uinic formulated foreign policy and 
directed the government of his province through local town leaders 
called batabs, many of whom were related to him. The position of halach 
uinic was hereditary, and he usually ruled for life (Roys 1943). 

The halach uinic and his batabs were advised by the holpop in each town. 
In addition to acting as councilors to the governors, the holpop served as 
chief singer and organizer of festival dances that often took place at the 
Popol Na. Roys mentioned another type of councilor, the ah cuch cab, who 
served under the batab and ^. . . had his vote like a regidor in the cabildo 
(municipal government), and without his vote nothing could be done" 
(1939:43). The ah cuch cab also served as the head of the parcilidad or sub- 
division of the town and may have functioned as a lineage head and been 
part of the town council (Tozzer 1941:63). 

Returning to the functions of the holpop, an additional responsibility of 
this group was to provide food for the festivals—each holpop was ac- 
countable for certain provisions (Relaciones de Yucatán:90, 96). The ah cuch 
cab and the holpop also shared many of the same social functions; I would 
argue that they may have been the same office, yet they operated at dif- 
ferent governmental levels or areas. References to the holpop are associ- 
ated with the halach uinic (the level of provincial government), whereas 
mentions of the ah cuch cab are related to the batabs (the level of 
local/town government). Another possibility, using a modern analogy, is 
that the ah cuch cab and the holpop were somewhat like the U.S. Senate 
and House of Representatives: They both had similar functions, prestige 
and power, but they were different in the way they operated and who 
they represented. 

As indicated in the aforementioned dictionary entries, the holpop and 
the ah cuch cab were both councilors and high ranking members of their 
lineage. They played substantial roles in community festivals and gather- 
ings, important responsibilities in relation to the present examination the 
function and significance of Structure 10L-22A at Copán. In addition to 
proposing a quadripartite division of the community, Coe also specu- 
lated on the roles various social groups may have had in the sociopoliti- 
cal makeup of a pre-Columbian Maya community. Coe's views on the ha- 
lach uinic, ah cuch cab, and holpop are similar to those expressed by me 
elsewhere (Stomper 1996a, 1996b). Coe argued that the holpop was a rep- 
resentative from an outstanding lineage who resided in one of the city's 
quarters. These quarters were highly endogamous wards that, like the 
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calpulli of the more conservative settlements of the contemporary Tzotzil 
and Tzeltal Maya of Chiapas, were made up of exogamous patrilineages 
(Coe 1965:106). 

The models of community structure discussed above are not diametri- 
cally opposed and even share some common elements. Kurjack, along 
with Haviland and Coe, agree that the residents of the cities lived in kin 
and social groups (Coe 1965; Haviland 1968, 1972, 1982; Kurjack 1974; 
Kurjack and Garza 1981). Looking at a map of Dzibilchaltun (Figure 
8.6c), Coe's quadripartite division is reflected in the layout of the main 
causeways, which are generally oriented to the cardinal directions. It is 
also possible that the principal residences of the elite were located within 
one of the innermost concentric rings of power/wealth/status and 
within one of the four quadrants of the site. Using elements from the 
work of Kurjack and Coe as a foundation, I will attempt to construct a 
model of Maya community structure for Late Classic period Copán. 


A Model of Late Classic 
Community Structure for Copán 


Kurjack relied primarily on settlement pattern data and Coe on ethnohis- 
torical documents for their respective models of community structure. 
This present model for Copán uses additional information not accessible 
to the aforementioned scholars—the excavation of Structure 10L-22A, 
Copán's Popol Na or community house. The iconography and archaeol- 
ogy of the Popol Na provide the opportunity to form a more accurate 
model for Copán, as it offers an emic view of how the community was or- 
ganized. Copán's Structure 10L-22A represents the physical manifesta- 
tion of how the Maya perceived the structure of their own community. 

As part of Proyecto Arqueológico Copán (PAC) Phases I and II, a de- 
tailed map of a 24 km? area of the Copán Valley was created. This map 
provided the foundation for the settlement pattern studies of the area, as 
well as for future work on community organization. In the process of cre- 
ating the map, a multilevel, hierarchic classification of structures was cre- 
ated based on size, the number of structures, and the presence or absence 
of vaulted stones or sculpture (Willey et al. 1978; Leventhal 1979; Willey 
and Leventhal 1979). A. Freter (1988) later modified this system (see 
Table 8.1; Figure 8.7). 

Thousands of structures were mapped and classified using this schema 
(W. Fash 1983a; W. Fash and Long 1983). Nearly all of the Type 3 and 4 
groups were found in the immediate vicinity of the Main Group. Of the 
Type 4 sites, four were located in Las Sepulturas, six in the El Bosque re- 
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Table 8.1 : Copán Site Typology 


Site Type Description 


Non mound Surface concentration of artifacts with no associated building 
debris 


Single mound Isolated mound 


Aggregate 2-3 mounds with no formal courtyard; structures less than 1m in 


mound height; earth or cobble construction 
Type 1 3-5 mounds with 1 structure less than 1 m in height; cobble or 
masonry construction 
Type 2 6-8 mounds with 1-2 courtyards; mounds less than 3 m in 


height; cobble or masonry construction 


Type 3 6-10 mounds with 1-3 courtyards; mounds less than 5 m in 
height; some vaulted structures 


Type 4 8-100 mounds with multiple courtyards; some mounds greater 
than 5 m in height; increased number of vaulted structures; 
sculpture 

Type5 Main Group complex 


gion, two each in Salamar/Comendero, and El Pueblo (now the modern 
town of Copán Ruinas) and one in Ostuman (in the far western end of the 
valley). The Type 3 sites were somewhat more widely scattered but were 
concentrated in the regions mentioned above. Most of the Type 3 and 4 
sites were located within a 1-kilometer radius of the main group, often 
along one of the two causeways emanating from the site (Figure 8.8). 

In 1983, William Fash made an initial attempt at creating a model of 
community structure at Copán (1983a). He relied heavily on the ethno- 
graphic data of Charles Wisdom (1940) obtained from the Chorti in 
nearby Guatemala. Based on Wisdom's research, Fash postulated that the 
architectural groups (Type 1 through Type 4) were the functional equiva- 
lent of the Chorti sian otot or aldeas. According to Wisdom, the sian otot 
were made up of a number of single-household families (sometimes mul- 
tiple-household) containing the family of a headman and the subsidiary 
households of his married sons and daughters who remained in his fam- 
ily group (Wisdom 1940:18). In addition, each sian otot occupied a single 
geographic area whose boundaries, although not marked, were known to 
those in the surrounding area (Wisdom 1940:218). 
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Figure 8.7 

The four main residence 
types at Copán. 

After Webster 

(1989:Figures 4 and 5) 


Fash noted that the Type 3 and Type 4 sites often occupied distinct ar- 
eas (although this is less apparent in the densely settled Las Sepulturas 
and El Bosque areas). Because of this fact, Copán's Type 3 and Type 4 
sites could have served a similar function as Kurjack's neighborhoods 
and Haviland's clusters (W. Fash 1983a:271). In addition, Fash (1983a:284) 
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Figure 8.8 Map of Copán Valley. 
After W. Fash (1991:Figure 96) 


also mentioned that some of these sites are paired, such as two Type 3 
sites in the Mesa de Petapilla region or a Type 3 and a Type 4 site in the 
Ostuman region (Figure 8.9a and.9b). Wisdom mentions that marriages 
often occurred between two families in a sian otot and that usually only 
two families intermarry, the children of one tending to marry the chil- 
dren of the same generational level of the other (Wisdom 1940:253). Thus, 
the pairing of the larger Type 3 and Type 4 sites may be indicative of this 
marriage pattern. 

I have focused on the larger Type 3 and 4 sites because I believe that 
these sites served as the locus for elite activity in their respective areas. 
Excavations of Group 9N-8 in Sepulturas has demonstrated that this was 
probably the case (W. Fash 1983b; Sanders 1989; Webster 1989). Fash con- 
cluded that the residential compounds within a 1-kilometer radius of the 
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Figures 8.9 a and b 


(a) Paired 
residences in 
Petapilla. 


After W, Fash 
(1983b:Figure 7.3); 


(b) Paired 
residences in 
Ostuman. 


After W. Fash 
(1983b:Figure 7.5) 


site core were probably the settlements of some of the earliest subjects of 
the Copán polity. Their size and proximity to the main group indicate 
that these were the houses of the more powerful elite of the Copán Valley. 
Causeways extending east and west from the main group were bordered 
by many of the largest residential compounds, thereby linking the elite 
lineages to the core. 
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It is important to note that both causeways terminate approximately 1 
kilometer from the center of the main group (Figure 8.8). Also, approxi- 
mately 1 kilometer due north of the main group is a large residential 
compound—the only one of its kind in the immediate vicinity. Located 1 
kilometer south is the Río Copán, which is bordered by numerous clus- 
ters of residential ruins. Fash stated, "It would appear that the Maya 
again have provided us with an 'emic' definition of the maximum extent 
of their 'core' area, one kilometer from the geographic (and perhaps rit- 
ual) center of the Main Group" (W. Fash 1983a:294). 

Fash's model of community structure for Copán contained elements of 
Dzibilchaltun's concentric zones and Coe's quadripartite division of com- 
munity. As mentioned previously, most of the Type 3 and Type 4 sites were 
within the 1-kilometer zone that was demarcated by the causeways. This 
zone is also the most densely settled region of the Copán Valley. The east- 
west orientation of the causeways and the north-south orientation of the 
main group with the presence of large residential compounds 1 kilometer 
to its north and south divided the area into four parts. Due to the topogra- 
phy of the valley (it is much broader east-west than it is north-south), these 
divisions and concentrations were not physically uniform. The causeways 
tended to curve north, following the shape of the Copán Valley, and there 
was little settlement to the north of the main group due to the encroaching 
mountains and the use of the area as a quarry for much of the valley's 
building stone. Although topography alters the geometry of the layout, 
symbolically and conceptually the Copánecs divided their region into 
quarters, which radiated out from the site core of the Main Plaza. 

The core area was clearly defined by the extent and density of the set- 
tlement, as well as the construction of the causeways that terminated at 
large residential groups. The causeways clearly defined the north and 
south halves of the area, while the main group served as the divider be- 
tween east and west. Structure 10L-22A served the people who inhabited 
this area. Further analysis of the function and purpose of this building 
must be related to the archaeological, iconographic, and epigraphic data 
uncovered within both the main group structures and the core area. 


Structure 10L-22A and 
Late Classic Community Structure 


The iconography of Structure 10L-22A provides an emic view of how the 
Copán Maya structured their community. This structure not only illus- 
trates how the community was organized in relation to the physical ge- 
ography of the valley, but it also demonstrates how they viewed their 
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place in the greater Maya cosmos. This idea will be made readily appar- 
ent in the analysis below. The mat was the dominant motif of Structure 
10L-22A. This motif, coupled with the linguistic evidence for the read- 
ings of pop as mat and na or otot as house (Stomper 1996a) and the evi- 
dence provided by the previously mentioned colonial sources (the San 
Francisco and Motul dictionaries), clearly shows that buildings referred 
to as mat houses served as the council house—the locus for the commu- 
nity activities of the leaders of the Maya lineages. 

The theory that Structure 10L-22A was the community or council 
house for eighth-century Copán is further augmented by the set of nine 
glyphs that appear upon the building's facade (Figure 8.4). As discussed 
previously, six of these nine glyphs have a particular postfix, read as nal, 
that indicates that the glyph is a toponym, or the name of a location. The 
toponyms that appear upon the facade of Copán's Popol Na include the 
“Black Water” or “Black Hole Place" (Ik nab nal); the "Black Tortilla” or 
“Black Fortress Place" (Ik pa'nal); the “First Leg/First Foot" (Yax ok or 
Yaxo'ok); the "Black Atole Place" (Ik sa'nal); the "Five Flower Place" (Ho 
nic nal); the "Fish Place" (Kanal); and "Flower" (Nic). The two remaining 
glyphs are incomplete and cannot be fully deciphered. 

Archaeological and epigraphic work conducted outside the Copán 
Acropolis provides evidence to support the view that these glyphs repre- 
sent toponyms. One example of this is the glyph upon Structure 10L-22A, 
at Position 7, read as Kanal and translated as the "Fish Place." Andrews, in 
his excavations of Group 10L-2 just to the south of the Copán Acropolis, 
recovered a similar glyph within the fill of a collapsed building that was 
once part of a residential compound (B. Fash 1992; Fash and Andrews 
1992; Andrews personal communication 1999) (Figure 8.102). In addition, 
a similar fish motif also decorated other buildings of Group 10L-2. 

A second region in the Copán Valley is associated with one of the 
glyphs recorded on Structure 10L-22A. This glyph, at Position 1, signifies 
the Ik nab nal or "Black Water" or "Black Hole Place" (Figure 8.10b). The 
figure that sits atop this toponym on Structure 10L-22A wears a pendant 
of tied cords around his neck. Recently, Pennsylvania State excavations in 
the Sepulturas area (Group 8N-11) recovered a figure from the facade of 
one of the structures that has this motif as his pectoral—perhaps indicat- 
ing the place from which the figure came. The identification of this area 
as the "Black Water" or "Black Hole Place" is further supported by the 
numerous small reservoirs that dot the Sepulturas area. 

Ik nab nal ("Black Water" or "Black Hole Place") is also found on 
Quiriguá Stelae H and J. On these stelae, the Quiriguá ruler Cauac Sky 
referred to himself as a "Black Copán Ahau" (Figure 8.11). The Ik nab nal 
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Figure 8.10 Location of Kanal glyph on 10L-22A 
and location Group 10L-2 with fish glyph. 


Top: drawing by Barbara Fash; Middle: after W. Fash 
(1991:Figure 8); bottom: after B. Fash (1992:Figure 10c) 
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toponym or the other two toponyms that refer to black (ik pa'nal and ik 
sa'nal) may be in reference to Quiriguá or the Quiriguá rulers. This would 
not be unexpected because the two sites had strong historical ties. The 
“Black Hole Place” place-name also occurs on Stela 10, located in the 
west end of the Copán Valley. 


WX ¥,Z 


StelaH 


Quirigua_Stela H . „Quirigua Stela J 
Figure 8.11 Quiriguá Stelae H and J. Left: Quiriguá Stela H. 
After Looper (1995:Figure 4.12); right: Quiriguá Stela J. 
After Looper (1995:Figure 4.18c) 
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Although these are the only direct links between the toponyms de- 
picted upon Structure 10L-22A and sites that may have been part of the 
Copán polity proposed thus far, further research may reveal additional 
associations. An indication of where these other sites may be located is 
suggested by the positional correlation between the location of the 
glyphs on the building and the actual area of the valley that they repre- 
sent. For example, the Kanal toponym, positioned upon the south facade 
of Structure 10L-22A, corresponds to the location of Group 10L-2, due 
south of the Acropolis. Furthermore, the Ik nab nal toponym is located on 
the northwest corner of Structure 10L-22A, whereas the Sepulturas build- 
ing decorated with the chords is located to the northwest of the Copán 
Main Group. 

Considering the positional arrangement of the nine glyphs upon Struc- 
ture 10L-22A, these toponyms, and the localities to which they refer, may 
indicate the internal division of the valley by lineage or ward. Another 
possibility is that the toponyms refer to areas in the valley considered sa- 
cred to the Copán Maya. The association of the Structure 10L-22A glyphs 
with Maya cosmological concepts, such as those concerning the division 
of the Middleworld by the cardinal directions (indicated in the previous 
discussion of the quartering of communities), is reiterated by the mytho- 
logical connotation of some of the toponyms. For example, upon the Yax- 
chilán Hieroglyphic Stairway David Stuart and Stephen Houston (1994) 
have found reference to a “Black Hole" in association with a ball game 
that took place in mythological times (Figure 8.12a). Likewise, these 
scholars link the toponym for the "Five Flower Place" that appears on 
Structure 10L-22A with a mythological text on Copán Stela C (Figure 
8.12b). 

Although some scholars may find it difficult to reconcile the mytholog- 
ical interpretation of these toponyms with the concept of a secular coun- 
cil house, Structure 10L-22A suggests a closer association between actual 
and supernatural places than commonly recognized for the ancient 
Maya. These relationships suggest that certain locations or lineages 
within the Copán Valley were identified with mythologically significant 
realms, at the very least through the use of a similar name, thereby em- 
phasizing a direct link between the different realms of the Maya cosmos. 
In addition to understanding the toponyms, an analysis of the figures 
that sit atop them aid in defining the function that Structure 10L-22A in 
eighth-century Copán. The figures are distinguished in their dress and 
have a variety of accoutrements, such as pendants and headdress orna- 
ments, that individualize them. They probably depict actual representa- 
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After Stuart and Houston (1994:Figure 85a); 
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Houston (1994:Figure 92c) 
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tives of the localities or lineages indicated by the toponyms, Who were 
these figures, and what did they do at the “mat house”? In order to fur- 
ther elucidate these questions, it is necessary to return to an evaluation of 
the ethnohistorical sources. 

Although these figures could represent the ahauob (nobles) or sahals (re- 
gional governors) who are mentioned frequently within Classic period 
inscriptions, it is most likely that they are holders of the office of holpop— 
a title translated as “he at the head of the mat.” As discussed previously, 
the importance of this title, and of buildings known as the Popol Na in 
which holpop held their council, are clarified within the colonial-period 
documents. For example, in his book The Titles of Ebtun, Ralph Roys 
stated, “ah holpop means he who is at the head of the mat ... This lord 
(the Ah Holpop) governed and ruled his people in this province with his 
caciques, whom they called holpop”(1939:43). Roys further stated, “They 
were governed formerly by their caciques, whom they called holpop 

.. these and no others, consulted with the lord on matters and em- 
bassies from outside"(1943:64). Susanna Miles (1957), in her study of the 
Pokom Maya of Highland Guatemala, stated that the councillors came 
from and represented the various lineages of the town. Furthermore, 
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these lineages resided in distinct areas, opening the possibility that their 
lineage affiliation could be referred to by toponym. 

The characteristics of the holpop provide an analogy for interpreting the 
function of the individuals represented on Structure 10L-22A. The figures 
upon this facade (Figure 8.3) are seated at the head (the end) of sculpted 
mats, the primary symbol of legitimacy and political authority among 
the Maya. Clearly, these figures depict the lords who “governed and 
ruled his people in this province” mentioned in Roys. This reiterates the 
interpretation of the Popol Na as a house of council. 


Social, Political and 
Cosmological Implications of the Popol Na 


Although ethnographic analogy provides a guide for reconstructing 
Classic period social institutions, other evidence is needed in order to un- 
derstand fully the functions of the Popol Na. This evidence is provided 
through an examination of the temporal, physical, and cosmological fac- 
tors involved with the construction, design, and decoration of Structure 
10L-22A at Copán. 

From the moment of his accession to the throne in 695 AD, the thirteenth 
ruler of Copán, 18 Rabbit, was a dominant force in the Copán Acropolis 
and throughout the surrounding valley. Not only was he responsible for a 
large number of public art projects, including most of the stelae in the Main 
Plaza, the final version of the ballcourt, and Structure 10L-22, 18 Rabbit 
also expanded the hegemony of Copán. The iconography and positioning 
of his monuments place the ruler at the center of the cosmos and are visual 
testaments to his divine status. In 738 AD, just a few days after dedicating 
the final version of the ballcourt, 18 Rabbit was captured and later be- 
headed by Cauac Sky, a rival lord from Quiriguá. The capture and death of 
Copán's powerful king caused a political crisis within the city. 

Just thirty-one days after the death of 18 Rabbit, a little-known figure 
named in the inscriptions as Smoke Monkey was quickly installed as the 
fourteenth ruler of Copán. Based on evidence from the excavations and 
imagery of Structure 10L-22A, the dedication of this building dates to 
9.15.15.0.0 9 Ahau 18 Xul (June 4, 746), a time squarely in the reign of 
Smoke Monkey?. Because of the timing of its construction, the Popol Na 
must be understood as part of Copán's reaction to the political crisis 
caused by the unexpected and humiliating loss of their powerful leader. 

The untimely death of 18 Rabbit was a blow to Copánec civic pride, but 
it also served notice that the ruler (i.e., the central authority) was vulnera- 
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ble. Structure 10L-22A was clearly a response to this vulnerability, but 
there are several possible hypotheses concerning the underlying reasons 
for its construction. The first hypothesis is that the Popol Na construction 
was an expression of power by the elite lineages of the valley, an attempt 
by them to proclaim physically their power and prestige in Late Classic 
period Copán. By constructing the Popol Na in a prominent location of the 
Acropolis, the elite invades the sacred space of the East Court, once the ex- 
clusive domain of the king. The fourteenth ruler, Smoke Monkey may 
have attempted to solidify his power base among the elite by including 
the Popol Na among the collection of buildings in the Acropolis. 

It is important to note that in the monuments recovered thus far, Smoke 
Monkey does not make any declaration of a genealogical link to 18 Rabbit 
nor to his tie to the continuous legacy of the Copán kings. These facts sug- 
gest that perhaps, at the time of 18 Rabbit's death, there was no direct heir 
to the throne, and rulership passed to Smoke Monkey, possibly a more 
distant relative. If this theory illustrates the actual circumstances sur- 
rounding Smoke Monkey's accession, it would further explain his need to 
incorporate the holpop—the lineage heads—upon the facade of Structure 
10L-22A and into the new king's political circle (Figure 8.13). 


ina debil ry d gw 


Copan Str 22a Facade 
Figure 8.13 Sketch of 10L-22A. 


After B. Fash et al. (1992; Figure 15) 
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In states where lineage membership determines social status (segmen- 
tary states), power, wealth, and prestige are continually shifting. In order 
to attain his position as the Copánec ruler, it is possible that Smoke Mon- 
key (and possibly his lineage) may have had to concede some of his 
power and prestige to the elite lineages in exchange for their support. 
Furthermore, due to Smoke Monkey's lack of association with 18 Rabbit, 
it is entirely possible that he was not of the royal lineage but rather was a 
member of another elite lineage. With a marginal political base, the sup- 
port of the valley elite would be essential, and the Popol Na an ideal 
means of expressing it. 

The second theory pertaining to the reasons for the construction of 
Copán's Popol Na addresses concepts of elite councils, kinship, and con- 
sensus. The Popol Na can be viewed as a monument signifying the unity 
of Copán's elite with the Copán central authority. With the image of the 
king surrounded by his provincial leaders, the iconography of the Popol 
Na visually proclaimed (by placing him at the very head of the mat) the 
rule of Smoke Monkey along with the support he received from the most 
powerful elite. In addition, by placing the lineage heads and their associ- 
ated toponyms so prominently upon this public building, the unity of 
Copán's polity was emphasized in a manner not evident before this time. 

The serpent, sac, and ahau motifs on Structure 10L-22A may indicate 
that this structure was also a symbolic sac nic te'il na or "white flower 
house" (Figure 8.3). This imagery was also present on the facade of Struc- 
ture 9N-82 at Sepulturas, a building that served as the lineage house or, 
at least, the locus for lineage activity. If Structure 10L-22A was considered 
a lineage house, then, based on the presence of the numerous representa- 
tives and toponyms depicted on the facade, it was the lineage house for 
the entire Copán polity. 

The reason why the Popol Na served as a symbol of unity can be an- 
swered by examining the role of elite councils. Elite councils strove to 
maintain a front of consensus when faced with a decision or crisis. Be- 
cause of their kinship ties to the ruler and their high status in the commu- 
nity, it was in their best interest to present a united front in the face of po- 
litical crisis and to maintain the authority of the king. The success or 
failure of the central authority greatly affected their own social, eco- 
nomic, and political standing (Stomper 1996a). 

A final theory concerning the intentions behind the construction of 
Structure 10L-22A concerns Maya religion and cosmology, which were 
often used as a social unifying force, especially during times of political 
crisis. The placement and the iconography of Structure 10L-22A empha- 
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sized the cosmological ordering of the Maya world. Structure 10L-22A 
was located in the sacred realm of the East Court, whose final version 
took shape during 18 Rabbit's reign. During the time of its construction, 
18 Rabbit filled his private court with numerous structures that visually 
asserted his tie to the cosmos, such as Structure 10L-20, the Bat House (B. 
Fash 1989); and Structure 10L-22, the Witz Mountain (Freidel et al. 1993). 
Given its association with the cosmologically dominated East Court, the 
Popol Na can be viewed as a means for the Late Classic period Copánecs 
to represent the extent and location of the Copán community in the phys- 
ical as well as supernatural world. 

These worlds are centered on Smoke Monkey, whose large figure sits 
atop a double-headed jaguar throne. As detailed in the text of Stelae C at 
Quiriguá, the first of the three hearthstones of creation is named the 
Jaguar Stone Throne, whose placement in the sky initiates a series of ac- 
tions leading to the creation of the world and of time itself (Freidel et al. 
1993:66-67; Looper 1995). Therefore, by situating himself on this jaguar 
throne, 5moke Monkey places himself at the center of the universe, sur- 
rounded by his primary councilors. 

The cosmological associations of Structure 10L-22A are even more evi- 
dent when this structure is examined in relation to the East Court as a 
whole (Figure 8.14). The false ballcourt (Miller 1988) at the base of the 
Jaguar Stairway indicates that the floor of the court is the realm of the 
Underworld. At the top of the Venus-Jaguar Stairway, the Venus god 
emerges from the mouth of an ecliptic snake (Freidel et al. 1993). The top 
of the stairway represents the horizon, the point of transition between the 
Underworld and the Middleworld, and Venus is just beginning to rise 
above it. On the north side of the court stands Structure 10L-22, which 
represents the Witz Mountain, the place signifying the First Mountain of 
Creation (Freidel et al. 1993:149). This building served to place the king 
(18 Rabbit) at the center of the world as the axis mundi. By constructing 
Structure 10L-22A adjacent to Structure 10L-22, Smoke Monkey and his 
councils infiltrated this sacred realm. 5moke Monkey further reiterated 
his cosmological status by placing himself upon the double-headed 
jaguar throne atop the roof comb of the Popol Na for all to see. The Popol 
Na was a three-dimensional cosmogram that displayed how the Copán 
Maya world was ordered and the place of the king and his councilors in 
the physical and cosmic worlds. 

In conclusion, the hypotheses presented above must be viewed in light 
of the archaeological and epigraphic evidence found in the main group 
and in the valley. The population of Copán in Late Classic period times 
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Figure 8.14 Isometric drawing of Copán East Court. 
After Freidel et al. (1993:Figure 3.23) 


greatly exceeded the carrying capacity of the valley; therefore, an ecolog- 
ical and economic disaster was threatening (Sanders 1989). 18 Rabbit was 
certainly aware of the social and political ramifications of these pres- 
sures, and his extensive construction projects in the main group and 
monuments to his divine status may have been a response to them. After 
18 Rabbit's death, his two successors, Smoke Monkey and Smoke Shell, 
dramatically reduced the number of new constructions in the main 
group (although the effort to construct the Hieroglyphic Stairway with 
more than 2,000 glyphs may account for this). This suggests that their 
power base and ability to organize the labor needed for major construc- 
tion projects was curtailed. In this light, the construction of the Popol Na 
(a permanent structure in a highly visible and sacred locale) can be seen 
as a monument to the new powers and prestige held by the elite at a time 
of changing political and economic circumstances. 

Additional evidence from the reign of the last ruler of Copán, Yax Pas, 
also tends to support this theory. Yax Pas, the sixteenth ruler; his half 
brother, Yahau Chan Ah Bac; and a relative, Yax Kamlay, are named as 
the protagonists on the throne located inside Structure 10L-22A. Yax Pas 
is also mentioned with these individuals on Altars G1, T, and U. In addi- 
tion, he participated in numerous house dedications at elite residences 
throughout the valley (W. Fash and Schele 1986; Grube and Schele 1987; 
W. Fash 1988, 1991; Webster 1989; Fash and Stuart 1991). This power/ 
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prestige-sharing may be evidence of growing restrictions on the power of 
the Copán ruler and the development of new strategies to address politi- 
cal and economic changes in the Late Classic period. The presence of 
other royal names on some of Yax Pas's monuments, coupled with his 
presence at house dedications of elite residences and ever-increasing 
population pressures indicates that Yax Pas needed to expend a consider- 
ably greater amount of time and energy maintaining and publicly 
demonstrating his elite power base than did his royal predecessors. 

The evidence presented thus far indicates that the construction of 
Structure 10L-22A was a demonstration that the elite had gained power 
and prestige during a time of political and economic upheaval. Further, 
this interpretation most accurately reflects the archaeological and epi- 
graphic data from Late Classic period Copán. However, the religious and 
cosmological connotations of the structure should not be completely dis- 
carded, for the messages communicated through the iconography of the 
building is highly complex, and it likely possesses multiple levels of 
meanings. Symbolic language is highly interpretive and depends greatly 
on the intended audience and the context in which it is presented. 

In sum, the evidence presented in this chapter indicates that Structure 
10L-22A served as Copán's Popol Na, its community house, and its con- 
struction must be understood as a reaction to the changing social and po- 
litical circumstances following the death of the ruler 18 Rabbit. The epi- 
graphic and archaeological data from the main group and throughout the 
valley during the Late Classic period suggest that there were great social, 
political, and ecological pressures on the community structure. The con- 
struction of the Popol Na was a direct result of these pressures and reflects 
an active attempt by the new king and his elite supporters to manipulate 
traditional political and ideological systems within a changing world. 
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Notes 


1. English translation: ^... prince of the banquet; landlord (owner) of the 
house called the popol na, where they gather to deal with matters of the republic 
and teach dance for the town festivals.” 

2. Structure 10L-22A postdates Structure 10L-22 and predates the construction 
of 10L-230. Structure 10L-22 contains a date celebrating the 1 katun anniversary 
of 18 Rabbit's accession (9.14.3.6.8 [715 ADJ). Structure 10L-230 was added after 
the dedication of the Hieroglyphic Stairway at 9.16.5.0.0 (756 AD). A date of 
9.15.15.0.0 9 Ahau 18 Xul (746 AD) is the most likely (Stomper 1996a:135-137). 
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Figure 9.1 The Central Gulf Coast. 
Drawing by Sarro after Brüggemann et al. 1992:18. 
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The Form of Power: 
The Architectural Meaning 
of Building A of El Tajín 


PATRICIA JOAN SARRO 


El Tajín was the largest and most important city on the Gulf Coast of 
Mexico during the Late Classic and Early Postclassic periods. Located in 
the modern state of Veracruz, it enjoyed a strategic location for trade and 
cultural interaction with both the Maya to the south and east and central 
Mexican cities to the west (Figure 9.1). Its participation in the pan- 
Mesoamerican ball game cult is well recognized, and it has even been 
suggested that El Tajín may have been a center for the game and its ritu- 
als within the region and beyond (Miller 1996:94). 

Seventeen ballcourts have now been mapped, and many of the build- 
ings in the lower sector of the city are physically or formally related to 
one of these courts. There are ball game-related images on the walls of 
the courts themselves and on other structures far removed from the locus 
of the game. Such widespread use of these images attests to the game's 
importance to the life of the city, and these scenes clearly illustrate that 
the playing of the ball game was only one event in a cycle that included 
warfare and human sacrifice. They also show that this complex was cre- 
ated under the direct control of the ruling elite, its purpose to secure the 
favor of the gods. 

In this chapter I contend that Building A, located in Tajín Chico, the 
city's most elevated and privatized zone, although physically separated 
from the locale of such public rituals, narrates this same drama through 
architectural form. Such nonfigurative cues as building plan, access, and 
ornamentation serve to connect this restricted space and therefore the 
elites of the city, with the rites that take place in the temples and ball- 
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courts below. In doing so, they serve to ground the power of the elite in 
the power of the sacred. 


El Tajín in Time and Space 


The first written reference to El Tajín appeared in an article published in 
1785, relating how a government inspector came upon a structure the lo- 
cal Totonac people called Tajín, meaning “lightning” or “thunder” (Ruiz 
1785). Explorers followed in the nineteenth century, and the city has been 
the subject of archaeological study since the early twentieth century. Its 
central civic and ceremonial area has been mapped and several of its 
buildings excavated. Yet many questions basic to the understanding of 
the city's history remain unanswered or the subject of scholarly debate. 
The city's builders, once thought to be the ancestors of the Totonacs 
who now inhabit the area, are now believed by most scholars to have 
been the Huastecs, who inhabit a large area of eastern Mesoamerica that 
includes northern Veracruz.! Chronology is also debated. Two contrast- 
ing timelines for the city now appear in the literature, and each presents a 
radically different view of the city's history.? José García Payón (1957), 
whose work at El Tajín began in the 1930s and continued until the 1970s, 
and other scholars such as S. Jeffrey K. Wilkerson (1973) and Paula and 
Ramón Kxrotser (1973), concluded that the city began as a village in the 
first century AD and flourished until the twelfth century. Jürgen Brügge- 
mann (1992a:65, 1992b:54-59) and members of his team, who conducted 
excavations and ceramic studies from 1983 to 1992, and some of whom 
continue to work at the site, propose instead that the history's rise and 
fall occurred within a period of only three hundred years (850-1150 AD). 
Although presenting different views of the city's development, and 
therefore of its possible interactions with other Mesoamerican cultures, 
both timelines do agree that El Tajín's major building phase occurred 
during the Terminal Classic and early Postclassic periods. Flourishing 
during this time, El Tajín was one of a number of Mesoamerican cities 
that rose to prominence following the demise of the great central Mexi- 
can city of Teotihuacan. At the same time, several lowland Maya cities 
were experiencing a sharp decline. Each of the emerging cities was faced 
with the problem of establishing a power base and communicating that 
power within and beyond its boundaries. In many cases, art served as the 
conveyer of that message. Debra Nagao (1989) has convincingly shown 
that the central Mexican cities of Cacaxtla and Xochicalco used selected 
elements of both Teotihuacan and Maya iconography to achieve this end, 
each reconfiguring them in a unique manner. Visual associations with 
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such undeniably powerful cities and cultures spoke of participation in a 
cultural continuance while establishing new, local orders. 

The power of El Tajín is also expressed through its art and architecture. 
Here, however, the encoded message is not one of association with the 
great cities of another time or place. Itis instead a message of cosmic con- 
nections: The connections made between men and gods through the rit- 
ual ball game cycle and the connection between the power of this cycle 
and that of the ruling elite who controlled it.3 


Reading the Visual Text 


Many of the sources of information that exist for other areas of ancient 
Mesoamerica are not available for the study of El Tajín. The city's demise 
predates the Spanish Conquest by at least three hundred years, and the 
only written record yet discovered is in the form of a few calendrical 
name glyphs found in the reliefs of the Building of the Columns. Ethno- 
graphic and historical studies are hampered by the questions concerning 
the ethnicity of the city's builders. Much of our interpretation of the 
meaning of the iconography of El Tajín must, therefore, draw on analo- 
gies to what is known of the art, life, and beliefs of Mesoamerican cul- 
tures for which richer databases exist. 

Although aspects of El Tajín's art, iconography, and, arguably, its sys- 
tem of beliefs are unique, they clearly fall within a pan-Mesoamerican 
system of beliefs and modes of artistic expression. Evidence of the 260- 
day calendar in the few surviving glyphs, the use of bar-and-dot nota- 
tion, and the playing of the ball game all suggest this, and archaeological 
evidence confirms trade connections with central Mexico and the Maya 
area. These similarities and connections argue for analysis through cau- 
tious and rational analogies. The art and culture of Teotihuacan, the 
Maya, and the Aztecs, for which we have the most physical and textual 
evidence, provide the richest sources for such interpretations. 

El Tajín's connections with the cities of central Mexico and the lowland 
Maya region were direct, but it was separated from the Postclassic Aztec 
by both distance and time. Since George Kubler's seminal paper (1961) 
on the subject asserted a disjunction between forms and their meanings 
over time, it has been recognized that wholesale assumptions of continu- 
ity cannot be made. However, arguments for methods of iconographic 
analyses that cautiously employ cross-cultural and cross-temporal com- 
parisons between Mesoamerican cultures appear in the most current lit- 
erature, and many more studies employ such a methodology.* Many 
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scholars now feel that there is a solid middle ground between continuity 
and disjunction and that “we may use such a view not to discount the 
uniqueness of particular societies, but as a way to approach understand- 
ings of the rich variety of cultures within the context of shared features 
and traditions" (Quilter 1996:313). 


The Ritual Ball Game Cycle: 
Warfare, Sacrifice, and Rulership 


We know that at the time of the Spanish Conquest the Aztecs played the 
ball game for a number of reasons, ranging from pure sport to the reenact- 
ment of cosmic myth and ritual. Chroniclers tell us that there were two 
courts in the sacred precinct of Tenochtitlán, the Aztec capital, and that one 
was described as being for the use of men, the other for the use of the gods, 
implying that there were both sacred and secular versions of the game. 
Many scholars suggest that the same was probably true in Mesoamerica 
during the Classic period as well (see, for example, Miller and Houston 
1987:48). The Hero Twins of the Quiche Maya Book of the Dead, the Popol 
Vuh, played for sport before they were made to play for their lives against 
the gods of the underworld (Tedlock 1985). Given the range of ballcourt 
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Figure 9,2 South Ballcourt, northwest panel (Kampen 1972:Figure 22) 
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shapes and sizes across Mesoamerica and throughout time, it is quite pos- 
sible that there were variations in the form of play as well. 

The known imagery of the art of both the Aztec and the Maya illustrate 
the game only in its ritual context. Our knowledge of other forms of the 
game comes from native or Spanish texts. For El Tajín, the art and archi- 
tecture are our only text, and, not surprisingly, these elite structures and 
objects tell us only of the game as it was played in myth and reenacted in 
ritual. 

The actual playing of the ball game is never illustrated in the art of EI 
Tajín, but the six stone relief panels from the city's South Ballcourt depict 
a number of associated rituals. In two of these, the narrative occurs in an 
open area defined by two parallel sloping walls, the configuration of the 
Mesoamerican ballcourt. In one of these scenes, the rubber ball used in 
the game is shown set on the ground between the two figures, and both 
are dressed in the ballplayer's regalia of yoke, palma, and protective 
kneepads (Figure 9.2). The pair appears to be conversing on the ballcourt, 
perhaps awaiting the start of the game. Their elaborate headdresses indi- 
cate their elite status. 

The other panel depicts a scene of sacrifice. Again, the central figures 
wear elite headdresses and protective ball game gear (Figure 9.3). Sacri- 
fice is integral to this ritual game, as shown here and elsewhere. That the 
two are closely linked in Mesoamerican thought and practice is evident 
from the skull racks placed conveniently close to ballcourts in Aztec 
Tenochtitlán and Maya Chichén Itzá. Scenes of sacrifice by decapitation 
involving figures in ballcourt dress appear in the ballcourts of Chichén 
Itzá, Aparicio, and Santa Luisa Cotzumalhuapa, as well as El Tajín. 

The other four scenes depicted on the South Ballcourt are not shown as 
taking place on the ballcourt, but their location on the walls of the court 
clearly connects their events with the game played there. In one, a figure 
is being outfitted not for the game, but for war; in another, musicians 
play as an eagle-costumed dancer gestures over a prone figure, accompa- 
nied by musicians (Kampen 1972:Figures 49, 51). Temporal order is not 
indicated in these panels, but a number of possible sequences have been 
suggested (see, for example, Kampen 1972; Wilkerson 1987; Koontz 
1994). What is clear is the unification of the ball game, warfare, and sacri- 
fice in their imagery and placement. These actions draw the attention and 
participation of members of the supernatural world. 

Each scene is bounded on one side by a skeletal figure who looks on 
from a watery realm. A grotesque face hovers over the scene in which the 
warrior is dressed, and at the moment of sacrifice another skeletal super- 
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Figure 9.3 South Ballcourt, northeast panel (Kampen 1972:Figure 23) 


natural reaches down from above to receive the offering of human life. In 
the two central panels, human and otherworldly figures appear together 
in a watery underworld, a locale often depicted in the art of El Tajín (Fig- 
ure 9.4). In these images, sacrifice is extended to the realm of the gods, 
and divine auto-sacrifice is performed in return for human. The central 
panels and other relief images from El Tajín also indicate that ball game- 
related sacrifice was believed to result in communication with the gods 
and with rewards of agricultural fertility and prosperity. They depict 
trees and plants, including locally grown corn and maguey from the 
highlands, springing from the bodies of victims and growing up around 
scenes of sacrifice (See, for example, Kampen 1972:33a). "Even a superfi- 
cial analysis of the iconographic contexts at Chichén, Bilbao and Tajín 
suggest the aim of the ball game sacrifice was the rejuvenation of agricul- 
tural fertility" (Pasztory 1972:444). 

The ball game cycle is again portrayed in one of the relief compositions 
of the Building of the Columns on Tajín Chico's highest terrace. These 
sculptures contain the city's only known glyphic inscriptions, many of 
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Figure 9.4 South Ballcourt, southcentral panel (Kampen 1972:Figure 24) 


which identify a single figure, 13 Rabbit, sometimes shown as the princi- 
pal figure, sometimes as one participant among many. In one scene, this 
lordly personage is shown personally directing all stages of ball game-re- 
lated ritual (Figure 9.5), He is here depicted twice: as the central, seated 
figure who receives the captives of war, and as one of those leading cap- 
tives before him (Koontz 1994:127-128). In the central image, 13 Rabbit 
sits surrounded with signs of other events of the ritual complex. The 
game's rubber ball and the head of an already-sacrificed victim lie at his 
feet. To his left, the divine reward of abundant vegetation grows from the 
victim's corpse. In this single image, as in the six panels of the South Ball- 
court, the full ritual cycle of warfare, ball game, sacrifice, and divine re- 
ward is depicted.7 


Tajín Chico: 
An Elite Acropolis 


The ballcourts of El Tajín, like those of many other Mesoamerican cities, 
are set in the heart of the city, amidst temples, palaces, and plazas.* At El 
Tajín, this is the lower area of a city center that is divided into two major 
sectors. Although their construction periods overlap, at least the outer- 
most, final phases of the buildings of Tajín Chico postdate the majority of 
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Figure 9.5 Column fragment, Building of the Columns. 


Drawing by Sarro after Wilkerson 1990:Figure 80, 
with additional data from Wilkerson 1987. 


those of the lower area (Figure 9.6)? This lower area is also the more pub- 
lic and accessible. Its many temples, plazas, and ballcourts identify it as a 
place of gathering and ritual. In contrast, there are no ballcourts and only 
one structure (not yet excavated) that may have served as a temple in 
Tajín Chico (Figure 9.6T). The large-scale Building of the Columns, the 
city's largest construction and one of its last, once stood on the highest 
ridge. From here all of El Tajín is visible. It is generally believed that the 
many platforms and multiroomed structures of Tajín Chico were dedi- 
cated to the activities of city and regional government and to the resi- 
dence of the most elite (García Payón 1965:22, Brüggemann 1991a:100). 

I would argue, however, that Tajín Chico was a zone of ritual as well as 
residence, albeit a more private and restricted one than that below. A sim- 
ilar division of ritual space into public and private areas occurs else- 
where in Mesoamerica. At Copán, the Hieroglyphic Stairway and the 
steps leading to Building 10L-11 separate the public northern plazas from 
the smaller, enclosed East and West Plazas (Fash 1991:Figures 8, 16),10 
Cynthia Kristan-Graham (chapter 12 in this volume) describes another 
separation of public and private ritual space at Chichén Itzá. 
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Figure 9.6 Plan of El Tajín. 
Drawing by Sarro after Wilkerson 1987. 


Tajín Chico and lower Tajín are physically separated both by elevation 
and the architectonic barrier of the Retaining Wall that supports the ter- 
races above (Figure 9.7). Its two wide staircases lead only to a narrow 
ridge and provide no direct access to the buildings above. Beyond this 
level, the path leading to the buildings and plazas of Tajín Chico grows 
increasingly narrow, restricted, and indirect. 

Nearly all the buildings that line the outer rim of Tajín Chico have por- 
ticoes or three-sided rooms, which open visually onto this lower space 
(Figure 9.8). This configuration, like the wall's broad staircases, suggests 
welcome and access, yet this visual path is matched by true access only 
in the case of Building Y. Early excavations suggest that one can pass 
through this building into the area around Temple T, and thus it may 
have served as a point of both access and control. Other plazas of Tajín 
Chico, and the Building of the Columns above them, can be entered only 
by an increasingly narrow and restricted series of staircases and passage- 
ways. To enter the seemingly welcoming outer rim buildings, one must 
circle around them to their true entrances, which are on the sides that 
face away from the Retaining Wall. To gain access to these buildings, one 
must already have passed through a series of staircases and passages to 
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Figure 9.7 The Retaining Wall with the North Ballcourt 


the inner plazas of Tajín Chico. The wide Retaining Wall steps and the 
open-sided structures above serve then to create a visual rather than an 
actual direct connection between the public and restricted zones of the 
city. It is in this way they unite Tajín Chico and its elite functions and res- 
idents with the people and rituals below. 

The Retaining Wall forms two sides of the Plaza of the North Ballcourt, 
one of the largest open spaces in the city. The wide steps and three-sided 
buildings above may indeed have served a practical function as viewing 
stands for the events of the ball game complex. They may also have ex- 
tended those events into Tajín Chico, acting as places of ritual display, 
perhaps even of sacrifice. Such possible uses aside, the physical proxim- 
ity of the Retaining Wall to the ballcourt and the apparent openness of 
the buildings above visually link Tajín Chico with the ritual court and 
plaza. By extension, all of Tajín Chico is connected with the city's lower 
area and thus the ruling elite with the ball game and other sacred rites. 


Reading the Forms of 
Mesoamerican Architecture 


Unlike the open-sided buildings of the outermost ridge, those of Tajín 
Chico's inner plazas are not easily visible from below the Retaining Wall. 


Figure 9.8 Building C reconstruction (Wilkerson 1987:39) 


In these, the connection with lower Tajín is expressed through formal 
quotations rather than visual access. This is most evident in the form of 
Building A, a multiroomed structure set strategically at the base of the 
broad staircase that leads to the Building of the Columns (Figure 9.9). 
Small mural fragments have been recovered that suggest that at least 
some of Building A's walls once were decorated with painted scenes of 
ritual activity, but too little has survived for us to reconstruct anything 
approaching a full iconographic program. Yet, even without direct depic- 
tions of the game or related events, the form of Building A alone serves as 
a text that relates the final stage in the ball game drama: the reemergence 
of life from the underworld. 

The reading of meaning in architectural form is well established in 
Mesoamerican studies. Kubler's analysis of the talud /tablero profile 
drew on form and the pattern of its use to conclude that the profile indi- 
cated or imparted sacredness to structure and space (Kubler 1973, 
1985:354). Others have found iconographic meaning in urban plans or 
have included iconographic information in the analyses of form and 
placement. Wendy Ashmore's model for the cosmic significance of spa- 
tial manipulation in Maya lowland cities is based on the analysis of city 
plans, together with information on the Maya view of the cosmos (Ash- 
more 1991). Richard Townsend (1979, 1987) and others draw on their 
knowledge of Aztec cosmology and ritual as well as the analysis of built 
form to conclude that the Templo Mayor complex of Tenochtitlán embod- 
ies and encodes the myth of Huitzilapochtli and relates the power of that 
deity to the Aztec ruler. Saburo Sugiyama (1993) includes information 
from other Mesoamerican cultures in his interpretation of the cosmic and 
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Figure 9.9 Building A below the Building of the Columns, 
during excavations, 1993 


calendrical significance of the Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent in Teoti- 
huacan. My approach is similar to that of these authors in interpreting 
the associational meaning of Tajín Chico from both the formal elements 
of structure and space and from iconographic information found in both 
the art of El Tajín and that of the wider Mesoamerican area. 


Building A: 
A Cosmic Map 


Entrance to Building A is through a narrow set of recessed steps cut into 
the south side of its solid base (Figures 9.10-9.12). This tunnel-like pas- 
sage is set into an ornamental framework stuccoed and painted to mimic 
a shallow staircase.!! The balustrades of this false staircase are decorated 
with step frets and topped by niches, a configuration closely matching 
that of the actual staircase of the Pyramid of the Niches and other of the 
lower sector's temple platforms (Figure 9.13).!? 

Whatever the specific function of Building A, this replication of a tem- 
ple facade declares the structure's sacred nature in a formal language 
specific to EI Tajín. The quotation of architectural form as decorative mo- 
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Figure 9.10 Building A reconstruction (Wilkerson 1987:49) 


Figure 9.11 Building A's entrance 


tif is well documented elsewhere in Mesoamerica. One example is Struc- 
ture 1 of the Maya site of Xpuhil (Heyden and Gendrop 1988:Plate 168). 
The three temple platforms that soar above its low facade are entirely 
false, their steps unclimbable, the temple forms above unenterable solid 
masses. These are decorative elements, not architectural forms, that serve 
to associate Structure 1 with the temples of the powerful cities of the Pe- 
ten, such as Tikal. In its false staircase facade, Building A is similarly 
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Figure 9.12 Building A's entrance from above 


Figure 9.13 The Pyramid of the Niches 
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identified with sacred temple space, but in this instance the reference is 
local, and the sacred space that of El Tajín itself. 

The form of Building A suggests associations with the ball game and 
its rituals even more powerfully. Its formal relationships to ballcourts 
and pyramids serve as signs of the cosmic cycle and elite ritual. Cere- 
monies related to the four quarters of the universe and the three cosmic 
levels of earth, heavens, and underworld are here made timeless and are 
concretized in space. The three levels and four-part plan of Building A 
symbolize nothing less than the three-tiered universe and four quarters 
of the earthly realm that were the Mesoamerican cosmic map. 

The lowest level of Building A is a rectangle of solid fill. Above it, a 
smaller solid base with sloped sides once supported a single room that 
formed the third level (García Vega 1936, 1937). This smaller base is 
framed by four L-shaped suites of two rooms each. Each of these suites 
rounds one of the four corners, the aisles between them forming a cross. 
The plan of the second level of Building A thus fits the pan-Mesoameri- 
can construct of the universe as comprised of four quarters associated 
with the four cardinal directions.13 In this worldview, a fifth, vertical line 
is shared by the three realms of the heavens, earth, and underworld. The 
three levels of Building A can be seen as representing these. The lowest is 
solid fill, the dense, impenetrable mass of the underworld. The second 
level, with its four aisles, is the earth, inhabited by humanity and divided 
into four quarters. The third, temple-like room above a sloped base repre- 
sents the celestial. 

The four aisles of upper Building A are in the form of mini-ballcourts. 
They duplicate, on a small scale, the sloped-sided type that is now 
known to be the dominant one at the site (Figure 9.14). The side walls of 
these aisles, like those of many of El Tajín's courts, are formed of a low 
banquette topped by a widely sloping wall. On the ballcourts, porticoes 
or open-sided rooms above serve as protected viewing spaces. On Build- 
ing A, these are indicated by shallow niches, which may have served a 
practical purpose as benches. 

False ballcourts are known from the Maya region of Mesoamerica. 
Both the East and West Courts of the Copán Acropolis have been identi- 
fied as such, as indicated by the three stone ball game markers set into 
each court's floor and other sculptural iconography (Miller 1988:181; 
Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993:352-353). Only at Building A, however, 
is the architectural form of a ballcourt exactly replicated. The second 
level of Building A can be read as the four quarters of the earth defined as 
the ballcourts of El Tajín. The tunnel-like entrance is then analogous to 
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Figure 9.14 Ballcourt 11, with Temple 12 in the distance 


the passage between the earth and the underworld, a passage created 
through the activities of the ball game cult as depicted in the relief sculp- 
tures of the South Ballcourt.!* 

Emergence from a hidden realm to the light above is like the rising of 
the sun after its nightly journey through the darkness of the underworld. 
Walter Krickeberg (1966), using primarily Aztec myth and imagery, de- 
scribes the ball game as a metaphor for the sun's journey across the heav- 
ens, into the underworld —symbolized by the ballcourt—and its return. 
Esther Pasztory summarizes the cosmological basis for the game in 
Mesoamerica as follows: 


The ballgame symbolizes the disappearance of the sun into the un- 
derworld. The sun meets his death during a ballgame waged by him 
and his brother (the planet Venus) against the gods of death and 
night. The underworld, a watery land of night, is the domain of the 
earth-moon goddess who becomes the bride of the night sun. Subse- 
quently, the earth goddess gives birth to the young god of maize 
(who is actually the sun reborn) and he and Venus defeat the powers 
of darkness (1972:445). 


Thus, the earth itself is defined in terms of the ballcourt, and the ball- 
court serves as the link between the earth and the underworld, the place 
of emergence both in myth and in the architectural form of Building A. 
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The cross that represents the four quarters of the earth is also formally 
linked to the quatrefoil cartouche that from Preclassic Olmec times de- 
picted the connection between the earth and the underworld (Schele and 
Freidel 1991:308; Reilly 1996:35). This liminal space is a place of great 
power, one also associated with rulership. Dorie Reents-Budet (2001) has 
noted that the quatrefoil marked with crossed bands is one of a limited 
number of motifs that appear on the piers of court buildings depicted on 
Maya painted vessels. 

The image of a powerful figure set within this cross-shaped passage is 
found throughout Mesoamerica. On the rock carving known as El Rey at 
the Olmec site of Chalcatzingo, a deity or ruler sits within a cave shown 
in cross-section as two-thirds of the quatrefoil cartouche.!? The form here 
is clearly seen as being the earth monster, the cave its mouth. In El Rey, 
the result of the ruler's communication between the earth and the under- 
world is fertility: Winds blow from the mouth of the cave, phallic rain- 
drops fall to earth, and plants spring up. The Classic Maya used this 
same form to frame the images of ancestors and, on the early ballcourt 
markers of Copán, show humans and underworld deities united in the 
ballgame (Fash 1991:Figure 69). In Building A, the living elite actually 
stand within the cross or quatrefoil space, having passed first through the 
“maw” of the tunnel entrance. 

This representation of the opening between the earth and the under- 
world in the form of a cross was used again at El Tajín in the murals of 
Building J (Figure 9.15).1* Here a series of figures, elaborately garbed in 
feathered headdress and jade necklaces, are depicted in a horizontal 
band on a bench that frames three sides of what appears to be a throne 
room. Each figure is framed by the cross-shaped entrance to some undes- 


Figure 9.15 Mural fragment from Building J (drawing by Sarro) 
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ignated interior space. It is impossible to say if these figures are gods or if 
they represent people from El Tajín's historical or legendary past. The 
murals are very small scale (the entire bench structure is less than a meter 
high), and the three examples of the figure now visible are all greatly ru- 
ined in the facial area. 

The headdressed figure framed in each cross-shaped cartouche ap- 
pears in an active position, as though involved in ritual dance. His locale 
within the cross-shaped space suggests that his dance connects him with 
the underworld. Linda Schele (1988) has demonstrated that the Palenque 
rulers shown dancing in the Dumbarton Oaks Panel and a number of 
other images from that city are depicted at the moment of apotheosis. 
Having overcome death, they are dancing out of Xibalba, the Maya un- 
derworld. These Maya reliefs are narrative, each showing the ruler full 
length and in the presence of one or both long-deceased parents (Schele 
1988:Figures 10.4, 10.9). The mural figures of Building J are visible only 
from the hips up and are framed within the cross without any narrative 
context indicated. Yet their arm positions and the vegetal forms emerging 
from their mouths suggest that they too are dancing out of the under- 
world. Schele (1988:315) believes that the dance of these Maya rulers may 
be related to that of the Hero Twins of the Popol Vuh, who danced to cele- 
brate their triumph over the Lords of the Underworld in the ball game. 

As rulers, sacrificed ball players, or mythological figures, the dancing 
lords of Building J may indeed celebrate in dance the triumph over 
death, and their triumph may also be due to the rites of the ball game 
complex. The court is often depicted as the connecting point between the 
earth and the underworld in the art of the Maya. Writing about Maya 
ballcourts, Mary Ellen Gutierrez (1993) points out the relationship be- 
tween the ballcourt profile and the cleft in the tun witz, the first true 
mountain of creation; the quatrefoil cartouches of Copán were set along 
the axis of the ballcourt floor. Building A images the four quarters of the 
earth and the entire cosmos in terms of the ritual ball game complex—its 
events and its locale. What is depicted in the murals of Building J may 
have been reenacted in ritual at Building A. 


Building A: 
Ritual Reference or Ceremonial Space? 
The representation of the cosmic map in the form, ornamentation, and 


arrangement of architecture has parallels in the architecture of other 
Mesoamerican cities. Buildings 10L-11 and 10L-22 of the Late Classic city 
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of Copán, like Building A, are set in a restricted area, elevated above a 
ballcourt plaza. Each has a doorway surrounded with sculptural ele- 
ments that form cosmograms. As at Building A, to enter one must liter- 
ally pass through the levels of the cosmos. The Templo Mayor of the 
Aztec capital city of Tenochtitlán is a particularly well-studied example 
of architecture as cosmic image. Like Temple A, this most important of 
Aztec temples represents the four quarters of the earthly realm and the 
three levels of the cosmos (Townsend 1979:37-39; Matos Moctezuma 
1987). Beyond the imaging of universal space, the Templo Mayor also de- 
picts time, specifically the mythic time of creation. This myth is stated in 
both architecture and sculpture and was reenacted in ceremony. Such 
specifics of belief and ritual at El Tajín are unknown to us. It is also un- 
clear how Building A was actually used. We know from conquest-era 
texts that the Templo Mayor was just that, a major temple set within a 
clearly defined sacred precinct, devoted to ritual and closely associated 
with rulership. 

Building A does not resemble any Mesoamerican temple, and its locale 
is far from the structures of El Tajín that do. Mesoamerican palaces are far 
more varied in form, and, indeed, the term is used to describe almost any 
relatively large structure of fine workmanship that is not obviously a 
temple, But Building A's base and the configuration of its rooms imply 
more than space for residence or government, the usual functions of a 
palace. It may be possible that it is ritual in more than reference, although 
the nature of that ritual is not clear. Formal and iconographic references 
are to the ball game cycle, but it is clear that the ball game was not played 
here; the court-like aisles are far too small and inaccessible. Nor is there 
space at the top of the staircase for temple rituals to be performed. Yet 
Building A's tunnel-like entrance and opening onto the upper level do 
suggest a possible theater for ceremony. 

At the small, mostly unexcavated Classic site of Morelos Paxil, Ver- 
acruz, another building with a tunnel-like entrance has been discovered 
(García Payón 1939, 1940). This low pyramid platform, that site's Build- 
ing A, has no staircase on the side facing its plaza and can be entered 
only by climbing a staircase accessed from the opposite side. Passing 
through the body of the platform, the climber emerges onto the surface 
on the plaza side. It would have been possible for a ritual participant to 
appear (or disappear) via this hidden staircase during ceremonies. 

David Freidel and Charles Suhler (1999) have recently discovered two 
Late Preclassic platforms with trapdoor access from hidden corridors be- 
low at the northern Maya site of Yaxuná. They have concluded that these 
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may have been dance platforms used in a ritual much like that per- 
formed by the Quiche Maya and described by a sixteenth-century Span- 
ish observer. In this ritual, two dancers, representing the Hero Twins in 
the underworld, first disappear and then reappear in a cloud of smoke, 
using a trap door (Coe 1989:161-162). 

Building A faces onto two large plazas. Many of the structures to the 
southwest, the side of its tunnel entrance, have been excavated. They are 
multiroomed structures, one with a true second story (Building B). A 
number of these include rooms lined with benches, and, like Building J, 
these may have served as places of elite residence and gathering. The 
plaza to the northeast has never been fully excavated, and its buildings, 
although mapped, remain to be explored. On this side of Building A, di- 
rectly opposite the tunnel entrance and below one of the ballcourt- 
shaped aisles, is a shallow niche bordered on the left and right by narrow 
panels of geometric decoration. This configuration in stucco can be com- 
pared to the formal arrangement of entrance and balustrade, and thus 
forms a second entrance to the building, a "face" to this plaza. The evi- 
dence of Yaxuná's tunneled structures and Building A of Morelos Paxil 
suggests that Building A also may have been used in a ceremony of emer- 
gence. It may be that the ruler entered Building A's southwest tunnel, to 
emerge onto its ballcourt-like surface, and appear on the opposite side. 
Given the building's formal references to the ball game cycle and the cos- 
mic map, this ceremony would have been one somehow connected with 
the game and its rituals and the power they conferred, one reenacting a 
mythic emergence from the underworld. Such ceremonial use would not 
preclude Building A's having had residence or government as its primary 
function. Such a function could only have increased the prestige of the 
building, its residents, and those favored with viewing such an event in 
this elevated, restricted area of the city. 

In their art, the elite of El Tajín chose to state their power not through 
lineage, as did the classic Maya, but through elite control over ritual. In 
narrative images, acts of warfare and interaction with the gods are por- 
trayed in relationship to the ballgame, the central core of the city's belief 
and worship, and it is the elite who are shown to direct and guide these 
actions. Tajín Chico's embracing of the plaza of the North Ballcourt, and 
the visual connection between those separate spaces, announces both 
connection and control. Building A, and the ceremonies that took place 
there, claims the full ball game ritual cycle and its sacred power for the 
rulers of the city. Its narration of the ball game myth and significance in 
this restricted, elite locale declares the right of rulership in Tajín Chico to 
be grounded in the rites of the ballgame. 
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Notes 


1. Wilkerson 1973. This view is not universally accepted, however. See Brügge- 
mann 1991b. 

2. For a discussion of theories concerning the ethnicity of the inhabitants of El 
Tajín and the city's dates of occupation, see Sarro 1995:3-16. 

3. In the past, a number of scholars have argued for direct connections between 
El Tajín and both Teotihuacan and the Maya region, perceiving a shift from Teoti- 
huacan to Maya style architecture over time (see, for example, Spinden 1957 and 
Kubler 1985:355). 

4. See, for example, Taube 1992. 
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5. Ballcourts of different shapes and sizes can be found within the same city. El 
Tajín's many courts vary greatly in size and include examples of both sloped and 
vertical sides, some with and some without end zones. 

6. Parsons believes that a now-lost graffiti from the Maya site of Tikal, 
Guatemala, may represent a nonritual game, perhaps one played in practice for 
ritual events (Leyenaar and Parsons 1988:22). However, even these loosely dawn 
figures wear fairly elaborate headgear, and it is possible that this unofficial image 
may also depict ritual play. 

7. Rex Koontz (1994:127-129) argues convincingly that this and other scenes 
from El Tajín depict a scaffold-gladiatorial ritual sequence employed to establish 
authority. 

8. See, for example, the plans of Monte Albán and Chichén Itzá and the repre- 
sentation of the Aztec Templo Mayor complex in the early colonial Primeros Colo- 
niales (Miller 1996:Figures 62, 146, 163). 

9. García Payón believed that the structures he discovered beneath those of 
Tajín Chico's central plaza were among the city's earliest (Wilkerson 1987). 

10. The L-shaped configuration of these staircases, and the way they delineate 
the Court of the Hieroglyphic Staircase, is quite similar to the relationship of the 
Retaining Wall to the North Ballcourt Plaza of El Tajín. There are a number of in- 
teresting similarities between these two cities that are yet to be examined. 

11. The false staircase construction also serves the practical function of but- 
tressing the base of Building A. 

12. García Payón and Wilkerson place all of visible Tajín Chico late in the city's 
history, but Brüggemann believes that the Pyramid of the Niches is one of the 
city's last constructions. I consider Building A to be later than the Pyramid of the 
Niches for a number of reasons. First, the argument for a late dating is based only 
on the building's cramped position within its plaza, which Brüggemann believes 
indicates that it was the last to be built there. However, without data concerning 
the depth of each of the plaza's buildings relative to one another, a reliable se- 
quence cannot be determined, making it just as likely that the Pyramid of the 
Niches was the first to be built, as García Payón and others have said. Second, the 
close relationship between the false entrance of Building A and the true staircase 
of the Pyramid of the Niches itself suggests that the pyramid was built first. The 
false version of Building A has no function other than its form, that of an orna- 
mented staircase. The Pyramid of the Niches has such a staircase, one with 
balustrades that match the false ones of Building A. It is far more likely that this 
actual staircase leading to one of the city's most central and important temples 
was the reference for the shallow, ornamental version than that the opposite were 
true or that their resemblance be merely coincidental. 

13. The actual orientation of Building A and the surrounding structures is not 
true north but 40? east of north, with the entrance on the southwest side. 

14. A connection between Building À and the ball game may also be found in 
one of the mural fragments from its upper level (Brüggemann et al. 1992:105). It 
shows two men, one who may be wearing a yoke, positioned to either side of a 
large red circle. If this is an illustration of the game, it is the only one found thus 
far in the imagery of El Tajín. 
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15. David C. Grove, Chaleatzingo, Figure 5. New York: Thames and Hudson, 
1984, 

16. This structure was named Building ] by García Payón, but it is called Build- 
ing I in Brüggemann's more recent maps. It is marked J on the map given here. 
For analyses of this structure and its murals, see Sánchez Bonilla 1995 and Ladrón 
de Guevarra 1992, 
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Political Rhetoric and 
the Unification of Natural Geography, 
Cosmic Space, and Gender Spheres 
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For the peoples of north central Yucatán, Chichén Itzá was simultane- 
ously a formidable militaristic polity, an aggressive trade center, and an 
important religious site. The polity self-consciously proclaimed its im- 
portance not only by the enormity of its constructions but also by an 
imaginative expansion of its visual vocabulary. This expanded vocabu- 
lary provided a persuasive form of political rhetoric that asserted the in- 
fluence of the Itzá across wide geographic regions of Mesoamerica and 
that identified the Itzá capital as the geographic site of cosmic creation. 
So persuasive was this political rhetoric that it persisted in both Maya 
and Mexican cultures long after Chichén Itzá itself was eclipsed. 

During the Terminal Classic period, Chichén Itzá emerged as one of 
the important polities within a network of politically independent cos- 
mopolitan capitals (Kepecs et al. 1994). The geographic territories under 
the direct administrative control of the Itzá probably did not extend out- 
side northern Yucatán. However, the Itzá evidently established a network 
of trade and exchange that reached into the southern Maya lowlands and 
central Mexico. Moreover, the Itzá apparently converted their economic 
and cultural preeminence into claims of military and political hegemony 
over much of Mesoamerica. 

These claims can be seen in the cist cover (Figure 10.1) from the floor of 
the Temple of the Wall Panels (Ruppert 1952). This relief depicts two war 


257 


258 Linnea Wren, Kaylee Spencer, Krysta Hochstetler 


captains who are engaged in a ritual involving a ceremonial offering. The 
hatch markings suggest that the offering, which is located on the ground 
between the ritual participants, may be identified as a basket of woven or 
matted grass. Fragments of several woven baskets with lids have been re- 
covered from the Sacred Cenote at the site (Melford 1992:91, Figure 4.1). 
Among both the Maya and the Aztecs, woven reed mats were symbols of 
rulership, and twisted grass cords were implements in auto-sacrifice. Mat- 
ted grass, or malinalli, also suggested a range of additional ritual associa- 
tions for the Aztecs. It functioned as a metaphorical substitute for the hair 
and skin of the earth deity, Tlaltecuhtli; it served as an absorbent surface 
for blood sacrifice; and it was given as an offering to the sun by warriors 
during battle as a supplication to destroy the enemy (Peterson 1983). 

The captains on the cist cover from the Temple of the Wall Panels are 
encircled by a pair of ascending snakes, consisting of a feathered serpent 
and a jaguar serpent. The significance of these serpents may be suggested 
by comparison with the murals at Cacaxtla. In Building H-1, murals 
painted with serpent and bird imagery flank a doorway that opens to the 
west from an inner chamber. On the north wall panel (Kubler 1980:Figure 
3) a jaguar serpent frames a male figure who is attired in jaguar costume 
and who holds a ceremonial bar consisting of bundled darts. On the 
north doorjamb (Kubler 1980:Figure 4) a similarly attired figure is shown 
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Figure 10.1 Cist Cover from the Temple of the Wall Panels 
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holding, in his right arm, a vase from which water spills and, in his left 
hand, a water snake. A flowering corn plant issues from his abdomen. On 
the south wall panel (Kubler 1980:Figure 6) a feathered serpent frames a 
male figure who wears black body paint and who holds a ceremonial bar 
that consists of bundled spears. On the south doorjamb (Kubler 1980:Fig- 
ure 5) a similarly painted figure is shown holding, in his right arm, a 
conch shell from which a diminutive human figure emerges. Both in the 
north and south wall panels and in the north and south doorjambs the 
compositional formats and the figural poses are closely mirrored, 
whereas the iconographic complexes are emphatically contrasted. 

At Cacaxtla, it is evident that the serpents function as emblems of the 
two warring parties depicted in the nearby battle murals. The jaguar ser- 
pent is accompanied by jaguar warriors whereas the feathered serpent is 
accompanied by black painted warriors, the more prominent of whom 
assumes avian markers (Foncerrada de Molina 1978, 1980; Kubler 1980; 
Quirarte 1983). Karl Taube (1994b) has proposed that the depictions of 
the jaguar snake and jaguar warriors are characterized by many attrib- 
utes of Central Mexican ancestry, whereas the depictions of the feathered 
serpent and bird warrior are replete with many attributes of Maya origin. 
In Taube's view, the compositions marked with feline attributes denote 
the western range of highland Mexico while the compositions marked 
with avian attributes allude to the Maya land of the east, 

Taube's association between the paired serpents and the paired geo- 
graphic regions appears to be confirmed at Chichén Itzá by two exterior 
reliefs on the Temple of the Wall Panels (Figures 10.2-10.3). Both scenes 
are organized in three registers. War captains encircled by jaguar and 
feathered serpents dominate the central axis of the middle registers. 
Spreading out to each side are landscape scenes. The circular shapes in 
the north panel may depict barrel cacti (Figure 10.2). Spiny plants with 
flowers and twisted roots in the murals of Teotihuacan (Berrin 1988:Fig- 
ure VI.24; de la Fuente 1995:Figures 18-11, 18-16, 18-18) and in the sculp- 
ture of Tikal (Jones and Satterthwaite 1982:Figure 69) have been identi- 
fied by Karl Taube (personal communication 1993) as barrel cacti with 
exposed roots (Figure 10.4). One plant in the uppermost left hand corner 
of the north panel of the Temple of the Wall Panels may represent a barrel 
cactus with roots protruding along its lower circumference. Á second 
plant in the same panel may represent a barrel cactus with flowers blos- 
soming along its upper circumference. The long-tailed birds perching in 
trees in the south panel may be identified as quetzals (Figure 10.3). The 
inclusion of flora and fauna typical of different regions suggests that the 
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Figure 10.2 Temple of the Wall Panels, Chichén Itzá 


panels are paired in terms of the geographic regions they represent. The 
north panel, incorporating barrel cacti, can be understood as an Itza 
claim of hegemony over the land of the west, that is, central Mexico. The 
south panel, incorporating three quetzals, can be understood as an Itza 
claim of hegemony over the land of the east, that is, the southern Maya 
lowlands. The north and south panels can, therefore, both be understood 
as monumental examples of visual rhetoric. Each panel appears to func- 


Political Rhetoric and Unification of Natural Geography 261 


Figure 10.3 Temple of the Wall Panels, Chichén Itzá 


tion as part of a propagandistic campaign to magnify the hegemony of 
the Itzá elite beyond the immediate physical territories within northern 
Yucatán that were actually controlled by Chichén Itzá. 

This assertion of dominion over a large geographic territory was evi- 
dently made possible in Itzá political rhetoric by the emergence of 
Chichén Itzá as the central nexus in a long-distance trade network. 
Through their advantageous geographic location near the coast of north 
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central Yucatán, the Itzá were able to exploit 
both water and land routes of trade. Itzá mer- 
chants reached Veracruz toward their west, 
around the peninsula to Cozumel toward their 
east, and Belize and Honduras toward their 
south (Sabloff and Freidel 1975; Freidel and 
Sabloff 1984; Krockock 1998). Strategic coastal 
locations also enabled the Itzá to link their trade 
routes with important inland sites (Rathje 1975; 
Sabloff and Rathje 1975; Krochock 1998). Gold 
and tumbaga objects reached Chichén Itzá from 
the Pacific coast of Panama and from the Pacific 
Figure 10.4 and Caribbean coasts of Costa Rica (Bray 1996). 
Barrel cacti Copper reached Chichén Itzá from Mexico or 
Honduras (Lothrop 1952). Turquoise reached 
Chichén Itzá from northern Mexico or New Mexico (Kelley 1980; Harbot- 
tle and Weigand 1992). Obsidian reached Chichén Itzá from central Mex- 
ico and highland Guatemala (Andrews et al. 1989; Braswell 1997). Tecali 
reached Chichén Itzá from Puebla and northern Oaxaca (Coggins 1984a). 
Cotton (Roys 1933; Kepecs and Boucher 1991), cacao (Krochock 1998), and 
salt (Andrews 1983; Andrews et al. 1988; Kepecs et al. 1994; Braswell 
1997) were among the most important local products that the Itzá ex- 
ported from their domain. 

This assertion of dominion over a large geographic territory was ap- 
parently bolstered and justified in Itzá political rhetoric by the identifica- 
tion of Chichén Itzá as the place of cosmic creation. Because of the reli- 
gious importance of its Sacred Cenote, Chichén Itzá enjoyed the status of 
a pilgrimage center (Roys 1933:173-176; Tozzer 1941:109). Sculpture asso- 
ciated with the well suggests that the cenote itself was regarded as a 
nexus of supernatural power where the cosmos itself had been birthed. 
This cosmic creation, or birthing, is suggested by the presence at the 
cenote rim of three monumental frogs. Two of the three frogs carry their 
offspring on their backs (Ruppert 1952:8). The symbolic importance of 
frogs in contemporary Yucatecan Maya rainmaking ritual is well docu- 
mented (Redfield and Villa Rojas 1962:142). The symbolic association of 
frogs with female sexuality in the ancient cosmologies of Mesoamerica is 
also documented. Both Maya and Mexican cosmology associated frogs 
and toads with female sexuality. The up-ended frog birthing glyph of 
Maya inscriptions is well known. At the Maya site of Balamkú, 
Campeche, stucco reliefs of the Early Classic period depict full-figure 
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toads (Baudez 1996). The amphibians 
burp seated lords from their mouths as if 
metaphorically birthing the kings. In 
much of Mexico today, the word frog is 
employed as a term for women's geni- 
talia, and in Aztec speech, the word frog 
was sometimes used as a name for the 
Earth Goddess, Tlaltecuhtli (Klein 1988). 
The connection between frogs and fe- 
male procreation as embodied by the 
Earth Goddess also exists in Chichén Itzá. 
The Sacred Cenote is connected by a sacbe 
to the Great Plaza and the Great Ball 
Court. Reliefs and murals in the ballcourt 
temples include recumbent figures associ- 
ated with serpents. L. Schele and P. Math- 
ews (1998) have identified these figures as 
depictions of the jade-skirted Maize God. 
However, Taube (1994b) has noted the 
close iconographic similarities between 
these figures and central Mexican depic- 
tions of the Earth Goddess. In both 
iconography and concept, the long-skirted 
deity at Chichén Itzá resembles the female 
earth deity later known to the Aztecs as 
Tlaltecuhtli. In the North Temple of the 
Great Ball Court at Chichén Itzá, two 
columns depict the earth goddess sur- 
mounted by trees, the branches of which 
are interlaced with flowering and fruited 
vines (Figure 10.5). The balustrades of the 


Figure 10.5 Earth Goddess 


North Temple depict trees growing from monster heads (Figure 10.6). On 
the north wall of the North Temple, the earth goddess is shown with a bi- 
furcated serpent emerging from her abdomen. The tongues of the serpent 
heads are marked as flint blades (Figure 10.7). According to Taube, the 
motif refers to two related acts of creation, the dismemberment of the 
Earth Goddess and the raising of the heavens by the cosmic trees. 

Like all Maya ballcourts, the Great Ball Court of Chichén Itzá was a su- 
pernatural seat associated with cosmic creation. In the iconographic pro- 
gram of the Great Ball Court, the representations of the progenitor of cre- 
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ation is combined with militaristic subjects. In- 
dividual warriors are celebrated in the jambs 
of the Upper Temple of the Jaguars and on the 
piers of the South Temple. Acts of military 
conquest are depicted in the murals of the Up- 
per Temple of the Jaguars while a ritual dance 
involving an assembly of warriors is shown in 
the reliefs of the Lower Temple of the Jaguars. 
Through the rhetorical use of their visual im- 
agery, the Itzá were evidently claiming that 
they were agents in cosmic creation and that 
the military conflicts they waged actualized 
supernatural events in the cosmic realm. 

One such supernatural event is the defeat of 
the Underworld forces of darkness and death. 
In the exterior reliefs of the Temple of the Wall 
Panels (Figures 10.2-10.3), the Itzá warlords 
are set not only in geographic space but also in 
cosmic space. Jaguars and moan owls, 
denizens of the Underworld in both Maya and 
Mexican cosmologies, roam the landscapes of 
both reliefs. The captives who are seated in the 
lower register of both reliefs are identified not 
by rank, ethnic costume, or individual name 
but instead by their mythic role. A jaguar head 
emblem floats in front of each captive's face. 
The back end of each captive's loincloth is 
lengthened and curved upward so that it 
forms an animal tail. 

K. Ruppert (1952) originally argued that 
these tails were simian, that the figures repre- 
sented monkey-people, and that the scenes de- 
picted Maya creation legends. However, com- 
parisons with Maya vase paintings indicate 
that the animal tails as well as the animal 
heads associated with the captives are feline. 
These tails have the thicker dimension of 
jaguar tails, and they do not display the more 
pronounced curvilinear shape of monkey tails. 
Nonetheless, Ruppert's association of these 
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scenes with creation mythology still appears valid. In 
Maya mythology, jaguars played an important role in 
the events of the creation epochs preceding the fourth 
sun, that is, the present era. In the Popol Vuh, the epoch of 
wooden people was ended by monstrous jaguars that 
came in a black rain and that reduced their victims to 
bones (Tedlock 1985). Although the Popol Vuh relates that 
the people who escaped became monkeys, a contempo- 
rary Lacandon variant of the creation myth identifies an 
early, failed human race as Jaguar-People (Grove 1972). 

In central Mexican mythology, jaguars also played an 
important role in the events of the creation epochs pre- 
ceding the fifth sun, that is, the present era. The Aztecs 
identified the first sun by the calendrical name 4 Ocelotl 
or 4 Jaguar because the people of the first sun were de- 
voured by ferocious jaguars at the end of this creation 
era. The second sun, 4 Ehecatl or 4 Wind, was presided 
over by Quetzalcoatl. At Dos Pilas, La Amelia, and other 
Maya sites, sculptures depict jaguars beneath the feet of 
victorious Maya lords. In this compositional format, the 
jaguar substitutes for the more common motif of the 
bound and subjugated human captive (Houston 
1993:Figures 3-21, 3-24). 

The Popol Vuh relates a struggle between the destruc- 
tive Underworld forces and the Hero Twins, Hunahpu 
and Xbalanque. The Twins had been fathered by a super- 
natural, Hun Hunahpu, who had been summoned to the 
underworld, Xibalba. Defeated by the Xibalban lords, 
Hun Hunahpu had been decapitated. Spittle from the 
head of Hun Hunahpu in the hand of Xk'ik, the daugh- 
ter of a lord of Xibalba, had resulted in the conception of 
the Hero Twins. Like their father, the Twins journeyed to 
Xibalba where they were challenged to play ball against 
the lords of death. When they were unvanquished on the 
playing court, the Twins were subjected to a series of 
tricks that were designed to defeat and to kill them. But 
through the assistance of two diviners, Xulu and Pakam, 
the Twins devised a means of fiery death that would 
bring them back to life. After the voluntary death of the 
Twins, the Xibalbans crushed their bones and threw the 
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Figure 10.7 Serpent heads 
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powder into a river. Five days later, the Twins reappeared in the guise of 
fish men. Their subsequent deeds persuaded the Xibalbans to allow them- 
selves to be sacrificed, an act which subdued the forces of death. 

In both the north and the south panels of the Temple of the Wall Panels 
(Figures 10.2-10.3), the defeated enemies of the Itza are identified as 
jaguars. The visual imagery may reflect the Itzá identification of their op- 
ponents either as an earlier, inferior race from a previous creation or as 
Underworld beings who had brought destruction to humans during ear- 
lier eras. In the north panel (Figure 10.2) the Itzá captain who stands on 
the western side of the structure on the central axis is depicted as a fish 
man, a possible reference to the resurrected Hero Twins. Thus, in repre- 
senting their defeated enemies as jaguars, the Itza lords may be identify- 
ing themselves with supernatural heroes who defeated the destructive 
underworld forces. 

A second cosmic event actualized by the Itzá was the dawning of the 
new sun. In both Maya and central Mexican cosmology, blood sacrifice 
was necessary to raise the sun into the heavens and to sustain its jour- 
neys. The three faces of the lintel in the Upper Temple of the Jaguars de- 
pict the solar deity receiving an offering from a war captain (Figure 10.8). 
Separating the two seated figures is a skeletal mask with waterlilies. The 
watery underworld location suggested by this motif is further supported 
by the placement above the solar deity of a mural band depicting the 
Earth Goddess (Coggins 1984b). 

Around the interior walls of the Upper Temple of the Jaguars are six 
battle scenes in which prisoners are captured, bound, and stripped for 
sacrifice (Coggins 1984b:157-165, Figures 17-20; Miller 1977). The reclin- 
ing figure of an earth goddess is depicted in the upper panel above the 
west doorway (Coggins 1984:Figure 19; Miller 1977). Above the Earth 
Goddess, a sacrificial scene of heart excision is portrayed. Only through 
continuing bloodshed in war and sacrifice could the sun be raised from 
the Underworld and sustained above the earth. Provided with the neces- 
sary blood offerings by the Itza lords, the solar deity assumes his position 
in the heavens. In the south panel of the Temple of the Wail Panels (Fig- 
ure 10.3), the compositional format of the lintels is expanded. The solar 
deity is shown in the upper register of the panel as he accepts an offering 
from a war captain encircled by a serpent. Below him are the Itza lords 
depicted in poses of conquest. At their feet are the captives of war. Thus, 
the decorative program of the Upper Temple of the Jaguars offers a cos- 
mic justification for the military campaigns undertaken by the Itz4 war 
captains. 


Figure 10.8 Solar Deity 
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Political rhetoric at Chichén Itzá was highly effective because it pro- 
vided a divine charter not only for justifying military conflicts against 
other polities but also for promoting social cohesiveness among its own 
elite. In the inscriptions of Chichén Itzá, the war captains trace their an- 
cestry through their matrilineages. These parentage statements may well 
reflect the mixed ethnic composition of the people who ruled Chichén 
Itzá (Grube 1994). The Itzá elite may well have been the sons of nonlocal 
Maya who are described in ethnohistorical sources as seizing the region 
of Chichén Itzá. Because these foreigners reportedly entered the region 
without women, they can be presumed to have married women of local 
lineages. The choice made by Itzá sons to emphasize their matrilineal de- 
scent apparently indicates that their mothers conferred upon them 
greater social prestige and political legitimacy than did their fathers. 

The hieroglyphic texts of Chichén Itzá suggest the importance of the 
female, as well as the male, gender in determining the divine charter. 
These texts record numerous individuals as participants of collective rit- 
uals, especially fire ceremonies and dedicatory rites. Although biograph- 
ical events such as births, accessions, and deaths are largely absent, a few 
parentage statements are included. These statements, which extend to no 
more than three generations, refer only to matrilineal descent. 

Two women are given special prominence as venerated ancestors. A 
lady who is the possessor of u wohol, "her glyphs,” is identified as the 
maternal grandmother of Lady Nik, "flower"(Grube 1994:Figure 14). 
Lady Ton Ahau, “penis lord,” is identified as the mother of Lady K'ayam 
Ahau (Grube 1994:Figure 13a). Lady K'ayam, in turn, is identified as the 
mother of K'ak'upacal (Grube 1994:Figure 16b) as well as the mother of 
K'in Kimi (Grube 1994:Figures 16a-b). As the maternal grandmother of 
K'ak'upacal, Lady Ton Ahau can be identified as the female ancestral 
founder of the Itzá elite. The name of this venerable female clearly com- 
bines male and female procreative powers. In addition to being the pro- 
genitor of the Itzá elite at Chichén Itzá, Lady Ton Ahau may have become 
the paradigm of the founding ancestor for Postclassic cultures of central 
Mexico. The Aztec informants of Sahagün reported that the ideal great- 
grandmother was "the founder, the beginner [of her lineage]" (Anderson 
and Dibble 1961, Volume 10:5; Nash 1978). 

The supernatural progenitor of the Maya, known as Ix Chel, or God- 
dess O, is depicted in the Lower Temple of the Jaguars on the north en- 
trance column (Figures 10.9-10.10). Like all Mesoamerican deities, God- 
dess O was multivalent in meaning. She was closely identified with 
divination, medicine, childbirth, and weaving. In addition to being asso- 
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ciated with benevolent forces of creation 
and healing, Goddess O was also associated 
with the powers of destruction and death. 
Among her many aspects, Goddess O was 
considered to bring storms, rains, and 
world-destroying floods (Schellhas 1904; 
Thompson 1939). 

In Postclassic depictions, Goddess O of- 
ten wears a serpent headdress and some- 
times holds a serpent in her hands. On the 
column faces of the Lower Temple of the 
Jaguars, Goddess O is shown superimposed 
upon an ascending serpent. In addition to 
these well-known depictions, another de- 
piction of Goddess O can be recognized in 
the Lower Temple of the Jaguars in the inte- 
rior reliefs. These reliefs represent a throng 
of warriors arranged in five bands. Placed 
on the central axis in a prominent position 
is a single female figure wearing a snake 
skirt (Figure 10.11). She is followed by an 
assistant who carries a bowl of sacrificial 
hearts. This figure shares so many of the 
standard military attributes that Alfred 
Tozzer (1957, Volume XH:Figure 538) pub- 
lished her as an example of a typical Toltec Figure 10.9 Goddess O 
warrior. However, the clearly outlined 
breasts below the wide collar indicate that 
this figure is anything but a typical warrior. 

This female figure can be identified as the ritual impersonator of a war- 
rior variant of Goddess O. The combination of weaponry and snake at- 
tributes shown with this figure confirms the association made by J. E. S. 
Thompson (1939) between the Maya Goddess O and the Aztec goddess 
Cihuacoatl. Like Goddess O, Cihuacoatl was regarded as an earth and 
fertility goddess and was honored as a founding ancestor (Klein 1994). 
The inclusion of the Warrior/Goddess O impersonator among the Itzá 
lords can be seen as a rhetorical acknowledgment of the important role 
that elite women had played in founding and legitimizing Itzá rule. 

Like Goddess O, Cihuacoatl was regarded as the patron of midwives 
and childbirth. She was also considered the protector of warriors. The mar- 
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Figure 10.11 
Female wearing snake skirt 
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tial aspect of the female deity is further revealed by the adoption of the title 
and costume of Cihuacoatl by the Aztec military leader who was also one 
of the most trusted advisers to the Aztec king. During its occupancy by the 
statesman Tlacaelel, the office of Cihuacoatl became especially prominent 
(Hassig 1988:43, 279). The inclusion of the Warrior /Goddess O imperson- 
ator among the Itzá lords is further evidence of the important role that elite 
women continued to play in maintaining the Itzá polity. 

The role played by elite women included childbirth. The Aztecs com- 
pared childbirth to a battle, the parturient to a mighty warrior, and new- 
born infants to captives of their mothers. Women who died in childbirth 
were described as “suffering manfully” and were accorded an afterlife 
approximating that of warriors. Warriors who met death in battle or sac- 
rifice were believed to go to a special paradise at the eastern horizon. 
There they daily escorted the rising sun to its noontime zenith. Women 
who met death in childbirth were perceived as warriors and were de- 
scribed as if costumed for the battlefield. They were responsible for es- 
corting the sun from its zenith to its disappearance at the western hori- 
zon (Klein 1994). Thus, the pairing of eastern and western regions in the 
Temple of the Wall Panels may allude to the complementarity that the 
Maya perceived in male and female gender roles (Joyce 1992), as well as 
to geographic areas and cosmic realms. 

The role which elite women played in maintaining the Itzá polity in- 
volved economic activities, including spinning and weaving. Cotton was 
an especially important trade good of northern Yucatán (Kepecs et. al. 
1994). Spun and woven into cloth, cotton increased its value as a luxury 
item. Landa's relación reports that woven cloth, in the form of gifts, offer- 
ings, and exchanges, were a crucial part of ritual life (Tozzer 1941). It can 
be assumed that for the Maya, as for the Aztecs, cloth was also a primary 
means of organizing the flow of goods and services that sustained the 
state and that cloth served as an idiom of political negotiation. Through 
their textile production, women advanced men's claims to positions of 
status and power (Brumfiel 1992). Perhaps because women's activities of 
spinning and weaving reinforced the state in ways similar to warfare, 
two-thirds of the spindles and whorls found at Chichén Itzá are decorated 
with the militaristic emblems of the jaguar and the eagle (Tozzer 1957). 

The role that elite women played in maintaining the Itzá polity, in rare 
instances, may have also included direct participation on the battlefield. 
Cecilia Klein (1994) cites instances in Aztec mytho-history in which 
women went to war. She cites one memorable strategy employed by the 
fifteenth-century ruler of Tlatelolco. When his army of male warriors 
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could not resist the vigorous attacks of the Aztecs, the Tlatelolcan king re- 
sponded in desperation by ordering women into battle. As one contin- 
gent of women flung brooms, cane staves, and weaving implements, a 
second contingent of women stripped naked, flaunted their genitals, 
squeezed their breasts, and taunted their foes with charges of cowardice. 
Even though these women fought in a manner that caricatured male pat- 
terns of warfare, other women reputedly adopted masculine military 
methods. The Aztecs describe Toltec women as having fought valiantly 
beside their husbands and even as taking prisoners before being killed. 
The Aztec also described their own women as courageously entering bat- 
tle against a Tepanec attack in the period prior to the foundation of their 
capital. One mythic female, Quilaztli, is given special prominence in 
Aztec accounts. Unwilling to be considered vile, worthless, and of little 
spirit “like any other woman,” Quilaztli is described as dressing herself 
for battle in order to prove that she was strong and “manly.” 

These legendary accounts of women warriors may reflect instances in 
which extraordinary women entered the masculine domain of military 
action. Recent excavations at Teotihuacan (Sugiyama 1989) have discov- 
ered two burial pits of four women who were evidently warriors. More- 
over, some women are known from preconquest records to have exer- 
cised military and political powers. Such women include Lady Six 
Monkey, whose deeds are accounted in Mixtec codices, and Lady Wak 
Chan of Naranjo and Lady Sak Kuk of Palenque (Freidel et al. 1993). 

At Chichén Itzá, the Warrior/Goddess O impersonator is placed di- 
rectly above the dominant male figure who is marked with many sym- 
bols of rulership. The appearance of the Warrior/Goddess O imperson- 
ator at Chichén Itzá suggests that the political office of Cihuacoatl may 
have been created in the northern Maya lowlands capital. It further sug- 
gests that the origin of this and of many Postclassic concepts of polity 
and empire may be traced to Chichén Itzá. Finally, it demonstrates the 
potential of rhetoric to integrate natural geography, sacred space, and 
even the masculine and feminine spheres into a compelling vision by 
which contending populations and contentious genders could be unified 
into polities and inspired into ambitious actions. 
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The pre-Columbian cultures of Mesoamerica practiced a form of geo- 
mancy in which elements of the natural environment attained supernatu- 
ral significance and were used to structure the cultural landscape. Thus 
caves, springs, mountains, and other natural formations were trans- 
formed into “cosmo-magical symbols” (Wheatley 1971) relating to 
mytho-religious beliefs. Caves and springs served as portals into the Un- 
derworld, whereas mountain peaks communicated with the multitiered 
heavens (Heyden 1981). Incorporating these supernatural phenomena 
into the cultural landscape served to legitimate the authority of the dom- 
inant group while harnessing the symbolic power of the supernatural. 
The creation of a ceremonial center that drew upon cosmological forces 
acted to focus supernatural power into the sacred precinct as an axis 
mundi, or pivot for the world dimensions around which all creation re- 
volved (Wheatley 1971). Within the Mesoamerican worldview that recog- 
nized a quincunx, or five-directional universe, this pivot included both 
vertical and horizontal dimensions joined at the center (Carlson 1981). 
For the Aztecs of Late Postclassic central Mexico, this worldview was 
best illustrated through the mythical Coatépec, a portal linking spatial, 
temporal, and supernatural distance (Reese-Taylor and Koontz, chapter 1 
in this volume). Susan Gillespie described the coatepetl, or serpent hill, as: 


an Aztec Tower of Babel with its base on earth and its summit con- 
necting the earth to the sky. It linked people on the surface of the 
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earth with the gods in the Upperworld beyond them ... Coatepec 
represents a point of continuity between the terrestrial and celestial 
spheres. Finally, the fact that it was a "serpent" hill shows its mediat- 
ing qualities, for serpents were viewed as connectors of the vertical 
layers of the cosmos throughout Mesoamerica (1989:87). 


The Aztecs manifested this mythological concept in the real world by 
decorating their pyramids, notably the Templo Mayor of Tenochtitlán, 
with serpent imagery. Coatépec, the hill upon which the patron deity 
Huitzilopochtli was born and where he defeated the cosmic forces of the 
moon (as Coyolxauhqui) and stars, was the axis mundi of the Aztec cosmos. 

The Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent at Teotihuacan can be inter- 
preted as another serpent hill, dedicated to control over calendrical and 
cosmological events (López Austin et al. 1991). The facade of the early 
temple is decorated with feathered serpents, each carrying a cipactli earth 
monster in reference to the mythical creation and ordering of time. The 
Feathered Serpent deity, later known as Quetzalcoatl, was an important 
mediator between celestial and terrestrial spheres, particularly in its role 
of legitimating kingly authority (Gillespie 1989:216) and promoting 
priestly knowledge (Nicholson 1971; D. Carrasco 1982). 

The tunnel located beneath the Pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacan (Hey- 
den 1981; Manzanilla et al. 1996) provides further evidence of a geomantic 
phenomenon used in site organization. Based on Linda Manzanilla et al.’s 
recent reinterpretation, the cave beneath the Pyramid was originally a mi- 
neshaft for procuring building materials for pyramid construction. It was 
culturally modified into the shape of a four-petaled flower with a long tun- 
nel leading to the west at the same orientation as the Teotihuacan urban 
grid. The chamber is remarkably similar to colonial depictions of the 
Nahua origin myth for Chicomoztoc (Kirchoff et al. 1976:Folio 16r), and it 
has been suggested that Teotihuacan may have served as a prototype for a 
related origin myth.! While the cave and associated tunnel may have been 
abandoned at the end of the Classic period, Teotihuacan remained an im- 
portant ritual site throughout the Postclassic period, and Aztec artifacts 
were discovered within the tunnel (Heyden 1981), suggesting that it may 
have been used for oracles or other ceremonies (Manzanilla et al. 1996). 

Complementary processes are found at the other great ceremonial cen- 
ter of the central highlands: the Great Pyramid of Cholula. In some ways 
the history of Cholula is similar to that of Teotihuacan, although in others 
it is quite distinct. Unfortunately, the histories of the two centers have 
been so closely linked that the unique characteristics of Cholula have of- 
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ten been lost in the shadows of its neighbor. Tlachihualtepetl, or “man- 
made mountain” as the Great Pyramid was known at the time of the 
Spanish Conquest, is by volume the largest construction from pre- 
Columbian Mesoamerica (Marquina 1970a; McCafferty 1996a). It is also 
the oldest continuously used ceremonial structure in the Americas, and 
as such can be viewed as a palimpsest of iconographic information accu- 
mulated during a period of 2,500 years. 

This paper peels back the layers of meaning in order to reveal the dy- 
namics of socioreligious connotations that have been proclaimed (cf. Na- 
gao 1989) from the Great Pyramid by different peoples and for different 
purposes. Here I summarize iconographic evidence from the Great Pyra- 
mid to interpret the symbolic content of the pyramid and its surrounding 
ceremonial precinct. Implicit is an assumption that stylistic manipula- 
tions were purposeful and relate directly to identity strategies of the 
elites who directed the monumental construction efforts that resulted in 
the changing face of the pyramid. These transformations reflect political, 
ethnic, and religious affiliations, including Cholula's wavering relation- 
ship with Teotihuacan, the arrival of ethnic Olmeca-Xicallanca from the 
Gulf Coast, and the rise of the cult of Quetzalcoatl. 


Cholula and the Great Pyramid 


Cholula is located in the Puebla/Tlaxcala Valley, east of the Valley of 
Mexico and about 100 kilometers southeast of Teotihuacan (Figure 11.1). 
Cholula was famous at the time of the Spanish Conquest as the center for 
the cult of Ehecatl-Quetzalcoatl (Rojas 1927:160-161; Durán 1971:131; 
Torquemada 1975-1983, Volume 1:385-387), the Feathered Serpent god 
associated with the wind; the planet Venus; priestly knowledge; and 
pochteca, long-distance merchants. Dual high priests of the Temple of 
Quetzalcoatl (the Aquiach and Tlalchiach) presided over a vast religious 
empire while representing celestial and earthly domains (Rojas 1927; P. 
Carrasco 1971:21-22). Nobles from central Mexico came to Cholula to of- 
fer tribute to these priests and in exchange received legitimation of their 
authority. Pochteca merchants traveled throughout Mesoamerica, making 
the Cholula marketplace a center for exotic goods (Durán 1971:129) and 
distributing elaborately decorated and symbolically charged objects in 
the Mixteca-Puebla stylistic tradition (Nicholson 1982; McCafferty and 
McCafferty 1994). 

The Puebla valley around Cholula was noted as among the most fertile 
agricultural land in Mexico during the Colonial period, producing boun- 
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Figure 11.1 Map of Central Mexico, showing Cholula 


tiful harvests of corn, beans, maguey, and chilies before the Conquest 
(Rojas 1927; Bonfil Batalla 1973; Super 1988). Surrounded by snow-cov- 
ered volcanoes, the alluvial valley enjoys an abundance of water re- 
sources, permitting irrigation agriculture during the dry season. In the 
pre-Hispanic period, several streams converged with the Atoyac River to 
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form a swampy lake just east of Cholula (Mountjoy and Peterson 1973) 
where chinampa agriculture may have been practiced (Messmacher 
1967a). An additional local resource is the clay subsoil that until recently 
was an excellent material for pottery making (Noguera 1954; Múller 
1978). It is still exploited for intensive brick production (Bonfil Batalla 
1973). 

The Great Pyramid is the principal architectural feature of Cholula 
(Figure 11.2). It measures more than 400 meters on a side and covers 
about 16 hectares at its base (Marquina 1970a; McCafferty 1996a). The 
platform mound measured at least 65 meters in height, but the maximum 
height is obscured by modifications made in constructing the Colonial 
period church on its summit. The Great Pyramid was built in a series of 
four major construction phases spanning a period of about 1,500 years. 
The earliest evidence for construction dates to the Late Formative period 
(Noguera 1956; Müller 1973), and active pyramid construction was fi- 
nally suspended at the end of the Early Postclassic period when an ethnic 
invasion resulted in the partial abandonment of the ceremonial center 
and the construction of a “new” Pyramid of Quetzalcoatl in what was to 
become the plaza of San Pedro Cholula (Olivera de V. and Reyes 1969; 
Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca 1976:Folio 26v-27r, McCafferty 1996b). Ritual 
use of the Great Pyramid continued during the Late Postclassic period, 
however, as a shrine to a rain deity, Chiconauquiahuitl, and as the site of 
ceremonial burials (Lagunas R., Serrano S., and López A. 1976). It contin- 
ues up to the present when the colonial church dedicated to the Virgin of 
the Remedies is considered (Olivera de V. 1970). 


Figure 11.2 The Great Pyramid of Cholula from the south 
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Figure 11.3 Plan of the construction sequence of the Great Pyramid 


Archaeological investigations have concentrated on the Great Pyramid 
since 1931, with several intensive periods of exploration as well as short- 
term salvage work (Noguera 1937, 1954; Marquina 1939, 1951, 1970b, 
1975; Messmacher 1967; Múller 1978; Suárez C. 1985; Paddock 1987; 
Suárez C. and Martínez A. 1993; summarized in McCafferty 1996a). Be- 
cause of the enormous size of the pyramid, early phases of construction 
were explored using tunnels—more than eight kilometers of tunnels ex- 
pose building facades and follow stairways relating to the major stages of 
construction and subsequent modification (Figure 11.3). Additional exca- 
vations exposed and reconstructed platforms and plazas on the south and 
west sides of the pyramid, including the Patio of the Altars. As a result of 
these extensive archaeological investigations, a wide range of information 
has been recovered. The objective of this study is to weave together ar- 
chaeological, architectural, art historical, and ethnohistorical data to inter- 
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pret the meaning content of the Great Pyramid at different stages in its 
history. Because the existing information is often fragmentary, this chapter 
can only be a preliminary reading, and as new information becomes avail- 
able, these interpretations should be critically reevaluated. 


Artistic Program of 
the Great Pyramid 


Middle and Late Formative settlement patterns for the Cholula region 
consisted of a mosaic of small mounded sites at intervals of 5-10 kilome- 
ters, including Acatepec, Coronango, Coapan, and Cholula itself (García 
Cook and Merino Carrión 1987). A settlement survey of Formative 
Cholula indicated that it may have covered an area of about 2 square 
kilometers, with monumental architecture in at least three separate areas 
(McCafferty 1984, 1996b). Eduardo Noguera (1956) discovered Late For- 
mative (El Arbolillo I/Zacatenco I phase) ceramics in the construction fill 
of the earliest level of the Edificio Rojo, located to the northeast of the 
Great Pyramid, representing perhaps the earliest construction at the cere- 
monial center. In fact, the original ground surface beneath the pyramid 
was littered with Formative period pottery (Noguera 1954:199--200). 
Mound building ceased at other sites in the immediate vicinity during 
the Terminal Formative period, suggesting that by about 200 BC Cholula 
was the predominant center in the valley (García Cook 1981; García Cook 
and Merino Carrión 1987). At about this time, the first phase of the Great 
Pyramid was built. 

What factors conspired to promote Cholula to preeminence over this 
nascent kingdom? Why was the Great Pyramid begun at a time when 
other pyramid mounds were abandoned? Certainly Cholula had a fa- 
vorable location relative to environmental resources (Mountjoy and Pe- 
terson 1973), but other sites had comparable access to fertile farmland 
and water resources. Instead, Cholula was apparently able to establish 
the Great Pyramid as an axis mundi, a cosmo-magical center connecting 
the Underworld to the heavens. It was this symbolic resource that dis- 
tinguished Cholula from its neighbors and eventually enabled it to dom- 
inate the region. 

The Great Pyramid is located over a spring, which flows from beneath 
the mound east into the former lake. Thus the Pyramid embodies the con- 
cept of altepetl, literally a water-mountain, that for later Nahuas was the 
metaphoric term for "kingdom" (Lockhart 1992)? The spring is clearly de- 
picted in the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca (1976:folio 7v) where it is shown 


286 Geoffrey G. McCafferty 


Figure 11.4 The Tlachihualtepetl mound with spring 
(Kirchoff et al. 1976:Folio 7v) 


emerging from a cave beneath the pyramid (Figure 11.4). A modern shrine 
on the east side of the Pyramid covers a deep well leading down to the 
spring, which is still a prominent feature of the symbolic landscape. 

No actual cave is known from beneath the Great Pyramid, but 
Bernardino Sahagún (1950-1982, Introductory Volume:48) mentioned 
caves and tunnels within the Great Pyramid in the Colonial period, and a 
network of tunnels connecting the pyramid with other pre-Columbian 
buildings remains part of local oral tradition. Architectural remains of a 
pre-Columbian corbeled arch were visible until recently in a road-cut on 
the northeast side of the pyramid as possible evidence for original tunnel 
construction. The symbolic center of the pyramid may have been discov- 
ered during archaeological tunneling in the 1970s (Eduardo Merlo, per- 
sonal communication 1999). This chamber is now referred to by Cholula 
residents as the energy center of the pyramid. 

One clear distinction between the Great Pyramid and the monumental 
architecture of Teotihuacan is the orientation. In contrast to the grid 
alignment of Teotihuacan at 16° east of north, urban Cholula and the 
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Great Pyramid are oriented at 26% north of west (Marquina 1970a; Tichy 
1981:221), where the pyramid faces the sunset on the summer solstice. 
The distinction in site orientation between the two urban centers sug- 
gests that they were not organized around shared cosmological princi- 
ples. In fact, a geographic boundary based on these site orientations dis- 
tinguishes Teotihuacan-related sites from what would have been the 
Cholula kingdom (Tichy 1981). 

The contrast between the two sites is more profound than simple ori- 
entation, however. Several theories have been proposed to account for 
the orientation of Teotihuacan, including astronomical observations re- 
lating to the Pleiades (Carlson 1981:188; Heyden 1981). With the Great 
Pyramid of Cholula facing the setting sun on the longest day of the year, 
the shrine atop the mound would be the last spot illuminated by the dy- 
ing sun. It is likely, therefore, that the Great Pyramid of Cholula was re- 
lated to the supernatural sun as well as the calendrical cycle. 

The first construction of the Great Pyramid (Stage 1a) measured 120 
meters on a side and 17 meters in height (Marquina 1970b). Low walls are 
preserved from the temple precinct on top of the pyramid, which meas- 
ured 19 meters on a side. The pyramid facade used a talud /tablero style 
reminiscent of Teotihuacan, or more locally, Tlalancaleca (García Cook 
1981). A series of painted motifs on the tablero of Stage 1b (a minor modi- 
fication of the original construction) depicts skeletal insects (Figure 11.5), 
possibly larval butterflies in the process of metamorphosis (Marquina 
1970a). The configuration of the frontal face with the body extending out 
to the side is reminiscent of the Temple of the Feathered Serpents at Teoti- 
huacan.? The symbolism of transformation relates to the Mesoamerican 
concept of cyclical death and rebirth (Klein 1975), whereas the butterfly 
imagery could relate to the female earth/fertility complex, including its 
association with the warrior cult (Sullivan 1982; Berlo 1983). 


Figure 11.5 Chapulin mural from Stage 1b 
(after Marquina 1970b:Lamina 1) 
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The second complete rebuilding of the Great Pyramid (Stage 2a) meas- 
ured 180 meters on a side and 35 meters in height (Marquina 1970a). The 
structure was unique in central Mexico because it consisted of stairways 
on all sides (Margain 1971:69), reminiscent of the kan witz four-sided pyra- 
mids of the Maya area and notably distinct from contemporary architec- 
ture at Teotihuacan. A set of 52 raised stairs on the north side is an obvious 
reference to the 52-year cycle of the combined solar and 260-day ritual cal- 
endars. The calendrical significance provides a further analogy to Teoti- 
huacan's Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent based on the recent interpreta- 
tion of the Feathered Serpent iconography in relation to Aztec myths of 
Quetzalcoatl and the creation of the calendar (López Austin et al. 1991). 

Several fragmentary building facades represent modifications to the 
pyramid structure (Stages 2b-2g), particularly on the north side of the 
mound, perhaps indicating that this was the major axis of ceremonial ac- 
tivity during this time period. The Edificio Rojo is located to the north- 
east of the Great Pyramid and may represent part of a plaza group with 
this axis of the pyramid. A set of raised stairs similar to those on Stage 2a 
of the Great Pyramid occurs on the south facade of the Edificio Rojo, fur- 
ther suggesting that these structures may have been contemporary.* The 
excellent preservation of the Edificio Rojo is a consequence of its having 
been completely engulfed by a later expansion of the Great Pyramid. The 
building's name derives from an unpublished account of red painted fig- 
ures on the tableros of the platform (Sergio Suárez C., personal communi- 
cation 1999). 

Several painted murals have been discovered within the Great Pyra- 
mid that relate to Stage 2 facades. One segment depicts two serpents” 
heads, colored blue with black spots (Figure 11.6; Villagra Caleti 
1971:148). Between the serpents is a yellow jaguar with what may be a 
net over the feline. Although this mural is now badly damaged, the de- 
scription of the mural by Villagra Caleti recalls the netted jaguars of 
Teotihuacan. Another mural features a black-on-white checkerboard pat- 


Figure 11.6 Mural with jaguars and serpent 
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tern. This occurs on the west side of the Great Pyramid on what has been 
called the Edificio Totonaco (Marquina 1970a:41), in part because the 
checkerboard is reminiscent of the Temple of the Niches at El Tajín. A sec- 
ond example of this pattern is in the Southeast Plaza associated with an 
early phase of the Patio of the Altars (Acosta 1970a:50). 

A third major rebuilding of the Great Pyramid (Stage 3a) is revealed on 
the west and south sides of the mound. This structure measured approx- 
imately 350 meters on a side, with a height of 65 meters (Marquina 
1970a). Although it has not been completely documented, this may have 
been the final complete phase of construction because subsequent evi- 
dence for expansion was only in the form of an adobe nucleus that 
lacked any evidence for finished surfaces. The talud /tablero architecture 
of Stage 3a is quite similar to that of Teotihuacan and is also found on an 
early building south of the pyramid. These Teotihuacanoid platforms are 
associated with an extensive mosaic patio (Acosta 1970d:66), remnants of 
which have been found in dispersed sections of the ceremonial complex. 

Projecting out from the Stage 3a talud /tablero is Stage 3b, which ap- 
parently begins at an earlier level of the pyramid construction sequence 
(Figure 11.7).5 A hole in the Stage 3a facade reveals evidence of an earlier 
stairway, suggesting that this may have been a major axis of ritual activ- 


Figure 11.7 Stage 3b emerging from Stage 3a 
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Figure 11.8 Monolith with rectangular hole 


ity with considerable time depth. The decorative characteristic of Stage 3b 
is a carved panel on the tableros in the form of a woven mat. Another mat 
motif, possibly representing red and blue feathers, appears on a poly- 
chrome mural from Phase 3-2 of the Patio of the Altars (Marquina 
1970a:Lamina III). 

The mat motif is a pan-Mesoamerican symbol for kingship and political 
authority, with examples from Mixtec, Aztec, and Maya iconography. Na- 
patecuhtli, an avatar of Tlaloc, was the Aztec patron of the mat-makers 
and was also lord of the four directions (Sahagún 1950-1982, Book 1:45). 
As an architectural motif, the House of the Mat at Copán is the best com- 
parison, although it is also common in the Yucatán. Translated into Maya 
as Popol Na, the House of the Mat has been interpreted as a political coun- 
cil house (Fash 1991:130-134). In both Mixtec and Aztec representations, 
rulers are depicted seated on woven mats. The visual impact of ritual per- 
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formance on an engraved mat panel would have legitimated the action to 
the audience below. 

A crude monolith stands in front of the staircase of Stage 3b (Figure 
11.8). It is approximately 4 meters in height, with a rough surface and a 
rectangular knob on its top surface. The monolith has a rectangular hole 
through the lower half. A partially excavated stone altar is located near 
its base. No published account of this feature exists to describe the exca- 
vated context of the monolith, but it is possible that it may have func- 
tioned as a device for astronomical observations relating to the setting 
sun at the solstice. For example, a strategically placed vertical rod erected 
on the Cerro Cocoyo (also known as Cerro Acozoc) mound west of the 
intervening plaza would cast a shadow through the rectangular hole and 
onto the horizontal slab /altar at sundown of the solstice. 

A subsequent architectural feature (Stage 3c) later removed the front 
portion of Stage 3b, including the staircase, to cover this west face of the 
pyramid with a rounded facade made of steep taludes in at least two lev- 
els (Figure 11.9). These facades feature jagged stones that project out from 
the surface beyond the level of the stucco facing, giving the appearance 
of a “hill of knives” similar to those illustrated in the pre-Columbian 
Mixtec codices (e.g., Codex Nuttall 1975:19). Consolidation and recon- 


Figure 11.9 Stage 3c, with Stage 3b in background 
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struction of Stage 3b resulted in the partial dismantling of this later struc- 
ture during the Proyecto Cholula in the 1960s. 

These early stages of the Great Pyramid span a period of more than 
1,000 years, with Stage 3a probably dating to the Epiclassic period. Dur- 
ing this span, the pyramid's architectural program fluctuated in its simi- 
larity to the canons of Teotihuacan (McCafferty 1999b). Following Debra 
Nagao's (1989) conception of visual imagery as "public proclamation," 
this suggests shifting claims of affiliation by the Cholula elites as they ne- 
gotiated their own cultural identity. During the construction of Stage 2, 
innovations relating to Gulf Coast style began to appear, possibly indicat- 
ing the arrival of Olmeca-Xicallanca groups from Veracruz. Although the 
chronology of the Pyramid sequence is still poorly defined, this would 
suggest that the subsequent construction of the Stage 3a talud /tablero 
postdates the fall of Teotihuacan and so may be a statement on the part of 
the Cholula elite that they were heirs to the Teotihuacan legacy (even 
though for much of the Classic period they denied that relationship). Ad- 
ditional modifications such as the carved mat motif of Stage 3b, however, 
relate to the innovative style that later became known as the Mixteca- 
Puebla tradition (McCafferty and McCafferty 1994). 


The Patio of the Altars Complex 


The Patio of the Altars is a large open plaza immediately south of the 
Great Pyramid (Acosta 1970a), at the base of what may have been the 
main south staircase. The patio is bounded by two long platforms ex- 
tending south from the base of the pyramid, where they attach to the fa- 
cade of Stage 3a. The patio was renovated on at least six occasions, but 
the format of the ceremonial space remained essentially unchanged as a 
three-sided enclosure open to the south with a series of ritual areas, in- 
cluding altars, platforms, and sculpture. 

The patio derives its name from two monolithic altars dating to the fi- 
nal phase of the complex. Altar 1, on the east side of the patio, is paired 
with a large upright stela to form a stela/altar group (Figure 11.10) 
(Acosta 1970b). Altar 2, opposite Altar 1 on the west side of the patio, is 
another large horizontal slab (Acosta 1970c) that was placed on an ele- 
vated platform so that it was above the level of Altar 1. It was probably 
paired with an upright stela to form a complementary stela/altar group. 
The base of a stela, designated Altar 3, was found in the fill behind Altar 
2, but because the upper portion was located at the base of the staircase 
of the pyramid, the stela was reconstructed at the north end of the patio 
(Figure 11.11) (Contreras 1970).5 These two stela/altar groups could have 
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Figure 11.10 Altar 1 


served as thrones for the dual priests of the Olmeca-Xicallanca. They are 
aligned with the solstitial sunset so that Altar 3 (if placed behind Altar 2) 
would have cast a shadow onto the stela of Altar 1.7 

Both the altar and stela of Altar 1, as well as the stela known as Altar 3, 
were decorated with interlaced volutes around the borders of the large 
stones. These volutes have been identified as typical of Gulf Coast 
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Figure 11.11 Altar 3 


iconography, such as is found at El Tajín (Acosta 1970b:102).? Altar 2 fea- 
tures a more elaborate variation with interlaced serpents in place of vo- 
lutes (Figure 11.12). 

Stylistic similarities between the Epiclassic /Early Postclassic ceremo- 
nial center and the Gulf Coast are abundant and indicate strong interac- 
tion between Cholula and the Gulf. New pottery types appear at this 
time that include imitations of Gulf Coast types, even the earliest poly- 
chrome types (McCafferty 1996b). Sergio Suárez C. (1985) identified a 
burial from the Great Pyramid that he interprets as a Maya 
merchant/priest based on distinctive cranial and dental mutilation and 
grave goods. The elaborate polychrome murals of Cacaxtla show clear 
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Figure 11.12 Interlaced serpents on Altar 2 


Gulf Coast and Maya influence, and the relationship between Cacaxtla 
and Cholula has long been argued (McVicker 1985; see also García Cook 
and Merino Carrión 1990; McCafferty and McCafferty 1994). 

The taludes of the pyramid and associated platforms were decorated 
with a greca pattern of interlocked "T"s (Figure 11.13). This relates to the 
greca horizon identified for the Epiclassic and Early Postclassic periods 
from the Gulf Coast, Oaxaca, and Yucatán (Sharp 1978), with its closest 
parallel with the architectural facade of the Castillo Pyramid at Chichén 
Itzá. Within the Mixtec tradition of symbolic notation, the greca frieze 
was interpreted as fiuu, signifying metropolis, and was therefore synony- 
mous with the Nahuatl Tollan (Smith 1973:38-39). In Mixtec codices fiuu 
was a common motif on place glyphs involving architectural features. 
The massive staircase of the Great Pyramid rising above the greca frieze 
could therefore be perceived as a visual metaphor for fiuu ndiyo, "city of 
the stairs," the Mixtec name for Cholula (Smith 1973:72, n.98; see also 
McCafferty and McCafferty 1994:58). 

A prominent place sign from the Mixtec codices has been glossed as 
“Cattail Frieze” because it combines both the fiuu frieze and the tule cat- 
tail signs (Smith 1973; Pohl 1994; Jansen 1996). Because one of the promi- 
nent acts that occurred at Cattail Frieze was a nose-piercing ceremony 
(Caso 1966:13), a rite that also occurred at Cholula (Figure 11.14) (Rojas 
1927; Kirchoff et al. 1976:Folio 211), it is plausible that Cattail Frieze was 
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Figure 11.14 Nose-piercing ceremony at Cholula 
(Kirchoff et al. 1976:Folio 21r) 
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Figure 11.15 


Figure 11.16 Mural with diagonal bands and stars 
(after Marquina 1970b:Lamina II) 


an alternative name for Postclassic Cholula that emphasized its multilin- 
gual, cosmopolitan nature. Codex-style nose ornaments and bone perfo- 
rators appear as decorative elements on Cholula polychrome pottery 
(Figure 11.15), further supporting the association. 

In addition to the greca pattern on the taludes of the Patio of the Altars, 
murals were painted on the tableros. One common motif is of multicol- 
ored diagonal bands with star patterns (Figure 11.16). The diagonal motif 
is identical to that found in Mixtec iconography to indicate stone/earth 
(Smith 1973) and is often incorporated into place glyphs and to indicate 
“stone people." In the Codex Nuttall (16-I), for example, Lady 3 Flint en- 
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Figure 11.17 Serpent head from balustrade 


ters into a mountain of stone that is further identified by lunar /uterine 
crescents (Milbrath 1988). The Cholula murals follow this model with the 
addition of superimposed stars, thus creating a visual metaphor for the 
Great Pyramid as a “mountain of heaven and mountain of earth /stone.” 

A polychrome feathered serpent mural associated with an early phase of 
the Patio of the Altars was found in the southeast plaza (Acosta 1970d:66). 
This is the clearest reference to Quetzalcoatl at the Great Pyramid, and un- 
fortunately no illustrations of this mural have been published.? Other ser- 
pent imagery includes the interlaced serpents around Altar 2 and a large 
stone sculpture in the Patio of the Altars of an open-mouthed serpent with 
exposed fangs. Another elaborately carved serpent head features a key- 
stone connector that may have made it part of a serpent staircase (Figure 
11.17) or even into the wall of a ballcourt similar to the Mixtec yavui. 

The Postclassic association of Quetzalcoatl with Cholula is clearly es- 
tablished through ethnohistorical accounts (Rojas 1927; Durán 1971; 
Torquemada 1975-1983, Volume 1:387) and iconography on polychrome 
ceramics, but it was more explicitly associated with the Pyramid of Quet- 
zalcoatl from the Late Postclassic ceremonial center (Díaz del Castillo 
1963:202; Durán 1971:133). According to one mytho-historical account, 
the fourth pre-Columbian age was dominated by the Toltecs who built a 
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great pyramid at Cholula that was dedicated to Ehecatl-Quetzalcoatl as a 
deification of the high priest and prophet of the Olmeca-Xicallanca after 
Cholula and its Great Pyramid were destroyed at the end of the third age 
(Ixtlilxochitl 1975-1977, Book 1:529-530). Following this mythical associ- 
ation, the significance of Quetzalcoatl at the site would have increased 
after the abandonment of the Great Pyramid. 

The most famous murals of the Cholula ceremonial complex are the 
so-called Bebedores, or drinkers, located on the earliest stage of the Patio 
of the Altars (Marquina 1971; Múller 1972). The Bebedores extend for 60 
meters in length along the tablero of the west platform (Structure 31-A) 
that extends out from the pyramid face. These murals feature a se- 
quence of anthropomorphic figures drinking from cups and bowls 
while seated around large vessels, presumably containing intoxicating 
and perhaps hallucinogenic pulque (Figure 11.18) (Múller 1972; Kubler 
1990:64-5). The figures wear simple loin cloths, but with earplugs and 
often elaborate turban headdresses. Although some smaller figures 
stand as servants, the main characters are generally represented as 
sprawling on a flowered carpet. At least one figure has an animal head 
representing a bird, and another resembles a monkey; two dogs and a 
bee are also included in the panel. The weirdly detailed figures suggest 


Figure 11.18 Bebedores murals 


300 Geoffrey G. McCafferty 


the act of transformation, perhaps with the inebriated priests changing 
into their nagual animal spirits. 

The Bebedores murals are poorly understood both in terms of their 
iconography and their contextual relationship to the ceremonial complex. 
The ritual use of pulque among the Aztecs was closely associated with the 
goddess Mayahuel, a member of the earth/fertility complex. Florencia 
Müller (1972) identified parallels between the mural and a pulque cere- 
mony recorded in the Mixtec Codex Vindobonensis (J. Furst 1978:202- 
203; Anders et al. 1992).10 

The Bebedores are unique in Mesoamerican mural art. Some of the hu- 
man figures resemble Teotihuacanoid figurines, including to some extent 
the small human figures from the Tlalocan mural of Tepantitla. Stylisti- 
cally, the Early Postclassic murals from Las Higueras, Veracruz, are the 
most similar in terms of proportion and costume elements. As a narrative 
panel of life-size figures, the Bebedores resemble the Battle Mural of Ca- 
caxtla (and perhaps the Edificio Rojo), although stylistically they are 
quite dissimilar. 

The Patio of the Altars complex presents an eclectic mix of icono- 
graphic styles, including Teotihuacan-style talud /tablero architecture, 
Gulf Coast volutes, and Mixtec codex-style mural and architectural mo- 
tifs. It is during this Epiclassic/Early Postclassic period that Cholula be- 
came a crucible out of which evolved the Mixteca-Puebla stylistic tradi- 
tion (McCafferty and McCafferty 1994). The artistic program presented at 
the Patio of the Altars documents the origins of this development. 


The Great Pyramid in 
the Late Postclassic Period 


Violent ethnic change occurred in Cholula with the arrival of Tolteca- 
Chichimeca groups at the end of the Early Postclassic period (Olivera de 
V. and Reyes 1969; P. Carrasco 1971; Kirchoff et al. 1976). This is seen ar- 
chaeologically at the Patio of the Altars, where the megalithic stone stelae 
were smashed and scattered. At UA-1, located about 1 kilometer east of 
the Great Pyramid, the Early Postclassic Structure 1 was burned, and a 
high concentration of projectile points was associated with the living sur- 
face, suggesting that the house was destroyed by warfare (McCafferty 
1992). This destruction level may therefore relate to the overthrow of the 
Olmeca-Xicallanca by the Tolteca-Chichimeca, ca. 1200 AD (Olivera de V. 
and Reyes 1969; McCafferty 1996b, 19992). 

The Great Pyramid itself may have been desecrated. A final building 
phase (Stage 4) is represented by an adobe brick shell that encased previ- 
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ous construction. No outer facade from this period has been discovered, 
implying that either this final stage was never completed, or else that the 
outer layer of stone and stucco was removed for the construction of the 
new ceremonial center around the Pyramid of Quetzalcoatl. Within the 
Mesoamerican ideology of warfare and conquest, captives were often de- 
picted nude as a symbol of humiliation (McCafferty and McCafferty 
1994). Stripping away the outer facade of the Great Pyramid may there- 
fore have carried symbolic overtones as well as being a practical source 
for valuable building materials. 

The ceremonial center of Cholula was shifted in the Late Postclassic 
period to what is now the zócalo of San Pedro Cholula (P. Carrasco 1971; 
Kirchoff et al. 1976; Lind 1990). The new Pyramid of Quetzalcoatl was de- 
scribed by the Spanish conquistadores, including Bernal Diáz del Castillo 
(1963:202), who said that it was taller than the Great Temple of Tenochti- 
tlán (see also López de Gómara 1964:130). The pyramid was razed soon 
after the Spanish Conquest to be replaced by the Cathedral of San Gabriel 
on the east side of the square (Marquina 1970a:31). 

Colonial chroniclers such as Fray Toribio de Benavente Motolinía 
(1951) and Gabriel de Rojas (1927) provided descriptions of the Great 
Pyramid as it appeared in the sixteenth century, and as it was perceived 
in local tradition. Rojas described the Pyramid as a hill made of ancient 
adobes. Motolinía commented that it was planted in small plots of corn, 
with rabbits and snakes living on the slopes. On top of the mound was a 
pre-Columbian shrine dedicated to Chiconauquiahuitl, or 9 Rain (Rojas 
1927), a rain deity that in the Mixtec religion was represented as analo- 
gous to the Aztec goddess Chalchiuhtlicue (Caso 1979:426). The Descrip- 
ción de Cholula records that children were sacrificed on an altar to bring 
the rain (Rojas 1927:162-163). 

Motolinía (1951) recorded the legend that the Great Pyramid was built 
by the ancient Cholultecas as a Tower of Babel to reach heaven (see also 
Durán 1971:257). God stopped them by bringing on a great storm and 
hurling down a huge stone in the shape of a frog (see also Simons 
1968:29). A similar account of the Tower of Babel is still related in San An- 
drés Cholula, although now the messenger of God is St. Michael, who 
struck the pyramid with his great sword, shattering the peak to form the 
smaller pyramids in the surrounding area. 

A colossal head found in the Patio of the Altars may correspond to a 
carved stone frog altar associated with the shrine of 9 Rain (Figure 11.19). 
The round eyes and thick lipped, toothless mouth is strongly reminiscent 
of a toad.!! In this context it is notable that representations of the Great 
Pyramid in the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca (Kirchoff et al. 1976:Folios 7v, 
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Figure 11.19 Colossal head from Patio of the Altars 


9v-10r, 14r, 26v-27r) consistently depict a large toad atop the pyramid. 
Toads were symbolically associated with fertility and regeneration in 
Mesoamerican religion (P. Furst 1981), especially as represented by the 
earth/fertility goddess complex. Sahagün (1950-1982, Book 2:62) de- 
scribed a ritual in which baked frog effigies were dressed in a woman's 
skirt and further decorated with blue face paint, in imitation of Chalchi- 
utlicue.!? Toads were also perceived as heralds for the rain god because 
in central Mexico toads croak at approaching storms; in this regard they 
parallel Ehecatl, the wind god, who blows prior to a storm. 

The Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca (Kirchoff et al. 1976) provides Early 
Colonial period illustrations of the Great Pyramid as a natural hill cov- 
ered with grass (Figure 11.20). In addition to the toad perched atop the 
mound, seven flowers are depicted near the summit, suggesting a calen- 
drical association.!? The date 7 Flower is somewhat ambiguous: It was 
the calendrical name for a Mixtec solar god and also for the Nahua deity 
Xochiquetzal. The Mixtec 7 Flower was analogous to the central Mexican 
creator god Tonacatecuhtli (Caso 1979:441—442), the male half of the bi- 
sexual Ometeotl unity who was linked to fire, maize, and particularly the 
sun. As the male component of the Ometeotl divine pair, Tonacatecuhtli 
would have been paired with a female earth/fertility deity such as 
Chalchiuhtlicue or Xochiquetzal. 
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Figure 11.20 Great Pyramid with frog glyph and 
7 Flower calendrical name 
(Kirchoff et al. 1976:Folio 14r) 


Xochiquetzal was the goddess associated with sexuality and the arts; 
she also had solar attributes (McCafferty and McCafferty 1999). She was 
associated with Tonacacihuatl, the female half of the Ometeotl complex 
and therefore the consort of Tonacatecuhtli (Sullivan et al. 1997:140—141, 
n.16). She is identified with the day 7 Flower in the Florentine Codex (Sa- 
hagún 1950-1982, Book 4:7; Quiñones Keber 1995:187), the calendar date 
associated with embroiderers for whom she was patroness. She is promi- 
nent during the Atamalcualiztli ceremony held at Cholula, where she is 
depicted weaving with her back strap loom connected to a flowering 
tree, perhaps in reference to Tamoanchan (Sahagún 1993:Folio 254r). In a 
related text, Xochiquetzal was specifically identified as patron deity of 
Cholula (Sahagún 1950-819, Book 2:177-178). The identification of the 
Great Pyramid with the glyph 7 Flower may therefore represent both 
Tonacatecuhtli and Xochiquetzal as the supreme Ometeotl duality. 

In 1535, Motolinía (1951:138-139) was called upon to exorcise the Great 
Pyramid because repeated attempts to raise a cross on the summit had 
failed because of storms and lightning. He excavated and found many 
buried idols, including giant conch shell trumpets (see also Rojas 1927). 
After removing these and warning the local people, Motolinía was able 
to erect a large bell, and the lightning stopped. 

Diego Durán described the Great Pyramid in a section of his Book of the 
Gods and Rites that dealt with mountain worship during the month of Te- 
peilhuitl: "This hill was much hallowed; there were the usual and unceas- 
ing adoration, the prayers, the great sacrifices, offerings, and slaying of 
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men” (1971:257). During this festival, mountain images were made out of 
amaranth seed, decorated to resemble earth and water deities, and con- 
sumed. Durán went on to add that the purpose of mountain worship was 
to ascend to a level from which to pray to the “Lord of Created Things, the 
Lord by Whom They Lived,” a reference to Tonacatecuhtli. This tradition 
compares well with the widespread association of the Great Pyramid with 
the Tower of Babel. It also provides a conceptual link with the Nahua axis 
mundi of Coatépec, the serpent hill that acted as a portal connecting the 
mortal world with supernatural realms (Gillespie 1989:87). 

A final ritual important for pre-Columbian Cholula that included the 
Great Pyramid was during the Atamalcualiztli ceremony that took place 
every eight years. Atamalcualiztli, or "the feast of the water tamales," 
was dedicated to Centeotl, the young maize god, and was observed as a 
time of fasting in which corn was allowed to rest (Sahagún 1950-1982, 
Book 2:177-178). Cholula is mentioned prominently in the colonial ac- 
counts of the ritual (McCafferty and McCafferty 1995). A detailed illustra- 
tion of the festival in the Primeros Memoriales includes a drawing of the 
Pyramid of Quetzalcoatl alongside the Great Pyramid (Figure 11.21) (Sa- 
hagún 1993:Folio 254r). The pyramid features twin tlaloque rain spirits on 
its summit, along with a knotted maxtlatl loin cloth with rounded ends in 
the style identifiable of Quetzalcoatl. A possible cave inside the mound 
features a face over a glyph consisting of a paw with claws and four dots, 
perhaps a calendrical date for 4 Jaguar.!* 

Following the Spanish Conquest, the Great Pyramid continued as a re- 
ligious center when the shrine to the Virgin of the Remedies was built 
(Olivera de V. 1970). This was one of the principal icons carried by the 
conquistadores, but in its new home it soon took on indigenous meanings. 
Within the context of local usage, the Virgin presides over curing and es- 
pecially rain and fertility. The annual pilgrimage to the shrine is one of 
the largest in contemporary Mexico, with as many as 350,000 visitors at- 
tending the September fair in order to climb to the shrine on the pyramid 
(Olivera de V. 1970). The Virgin of the Remedies periodically descends 
from the pyramid to visit different parish churches in the Cholula urban 
zone in rituals that unify the diverse barrios of the city (Bonfil Batalla 
1973). Colonial period representations of the Virgin show her emerging 
from a maguey plant (Durán 1971:230), in a motif very similar to that of 
the pre-Columbian goddess Mayahuel. 

Apart from the religious significance of the shrine of the Virgin, the 
Great Pyramid itself remains an important symbol of the Cholula com- 
munity. Early accounts and drawings of the pyramid mound attest to its 
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Figure 11.21 Detail of the Great Pyramid in Atamalcualiztli ceremony 
(Sahugún 1993:Folio 254r) 


prominence. An image was even reproduced onto mid-nineteenth-cen- 
tury transfer print pottery as part of the movement to create a Mexican 
national identity. In recent years heated and even violent conflict has con- 
tinued between the neighboring communities of San Andrés and San Pe- 
dro Cholula over the historical origins of the Great Pyramid. Ethnohistor- 
ical and ethnographic evidence indicates that this rivalry may date back 
to the ethnic invasion at the end of the Early Postclassic period, with the 
two communities maintaining to some extent their separate Olmeca-Xi- 
callanca and Tolteca-Chichimeca identities (Olivera de V. and Reyes 1969; 
McCafferty 1999a). At stake are the economic resources of tourism associ- 
ated with the archaeological zone and the annual fair. On a more pro- 
found level, the question relates to the origins of the community and an- 
cestral claims to the symbolic resources of the pyramid. The struggle over 
the Great Pyramid is currently an important political issue because the 
urban development of Cholula directly threatens the archaeological site, 
and competing factions of merchants, politicians, citizens, and archaeolo- 
gists all search for a common ground to settle these issues. 
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Conclusions and Speculation 


The Great Pyramid of Cholula has undergone numerous structural 
changes in its long history, both in terms of its architectural and its sym- 
bolic composition. A diachronic perspective on the evolving cosmologi- 
cal meanings of the pyramid offers valuable insight into the history of 
Mesoamerican religion, as well as provides important clues into the role 
of religious ideology in the organization of the Cholula polity. Unfortu- 
nately, the available data on the Great Pyramid is so fragmentary that 
solid conclusions are few and rather tentative, and so we are left with a 
range of speculation. 

During the period of active pyramid construction, a variety of icono- 
graphic motifs were employed: Larval insects metamorphosed into 
skeletal images; intoxicated priests became transformed into animal spir- 
its; the juxtaposition of terrestrial and celestial motifs established the 
pyramid as a corridor linking the natural and supernatural worlds (this 
was reinforced by the geomantic placement of the pyramid over a 
spring); architectural elements proclaimed power over time and the cal- 
endar; repeating mat motifs made an international statement of political 
authority; and the south stairway on a greca frieze became a 200-foot-tall 
place glyph for the city. The Great Pyramid was a complex symbolic 
statement of cosmological, political, and religious messages directed to a 
multinational audience. An overarching theme was of passage between 
states of being, precisely the ideas embodied in the coatepetl concept as a 
portal linking the different planes of existence. 

Numerous themes occur at the pyramid: transformation, rain / fertility, 
feathered serpents, calendrical cycles, and political authority. Even 
though these themes are found at other ceremonial centers of Mesoamer- 
ica, they do not easily fit into a single ideational model, nor should they 
be expected to. With the long duration of occupation / utilization of the 
Great Pyramid, including several changes in ethnic composition for the 
surrounding city, the rituals and symbolic meanings associated with the 
pyramid undoubtedly underwent profound changes as well. With all this 
potential for variation, it becomes significant when themes remain con- 
stant over long periods of time. Such an example of continuity might re- 
late the pulque ritual depicted in the Bebedores mural when linked to the 
representation of the Virgin of the Remedies as the pre-Columbian pulque 
goddess Mayahuel. 

Another long-lasting significance of the pyramid relates to water re- 
sources. The geomantic reason for building the pyramid, and perhaps 
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even for the rise of Cholula as a ceremonial center, was the spring be- 
neath the mound. The spring was still prominently illustrated in the 
early Colonial Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca and is now an important shrine 
on the side of the mound. For the Aztecs, the goddess Chalchiutlicue was 
associated with water from the earth, with springs emerging from her 
womb: 


These [rivers] . . . issue from the goddess named Chalchiuhtlicue . . . 
[M]ountains were only magic places, with earth, with rock on the 
surface; they were only like ollas .. . they were filled with the water 
which was there. If sometime it were necessary, the mountains 
would dissolve; the whole world would flood. And hence the people 
called their settlements altepetl (Sahugün 1950-1982, Book 11:246). 


According to the Tlaxcalteca account of the Cholula massacre (Muñoz 
Camargo 1948), the Cholultecas believed that if anyone attacked the holy 
city, the pyramid would burst open, and flood waters would wash away 
the attackers. 

The Great Pyramid was also associated with water from the sky, as rep- 
resented through the deity 9 Rain and the general mountain-worship 
theme discussed by Durán (1971). Mountains were the domain of the god 
Tlaloc and his tlaloques, or dwarf water spirits, who are depicted on the 
Great Pyramid in the Primeros Memoriales (Sahagún 1993:Folio 254r). One 
of the important reasons that pilgrims still attend the Cholula fair is to 
petition the Virgin for rain. Skyrockets fired from the summit of the pyra- 
mid are now used to summon the rain. 

If earthly waters emerge from beneath the pyramid, and celestial wa- 
ters are controlled from the summit, then the Great Pyramid itself would 
be a material and symbolic pathway connecting the Underworld with the 
Upperworld. The mediation between heaven/earth, sun/moon, and 
male/female is at the core of the Ometeotl principle of divine duality, 
embodied by the deities Tonacatecuhtli and Tonacacihuatl / Xochiquetzal. 
Both of these deities were identified at the Great Pyramid by their calen- 
drical name 7 Flower, which can therefore be identified as Tonacatepetl, 
"mountain of sustenance" (see also Manzanilla et al. 1996:255). 

The concept of the Great Pyramid as a passageway linking the Under- 
world with the Upperworld is repeated in the historic tradition of the 
pyramid as a New World Tower of Babel. It also leads back to the Aztec 
model of a serpent mountain, or coatepetl, as a mediator between the ver- 
tical layers of the cosmos (Gillespie 1989). As Davíd Carrasco observed: 
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"The [Great P]yramid was believed to be the opening to celestial forces as 
well as the covering over the primordial waters of the underworld” 
(1982:135). Ultimately, attempts to interpret the contextual meanings of 
the Great Pyramid result in more questions than solutions. Too little re- 
search has been done at the site, too little of what has been done has been 
adequately analyzed, and too little of that has been published. Was the 
Great Pyramid of Cholula an axis mundi for the pre-Columbian cultures 
of central Mexico? Based on such empirical criteria as overall size, 
longevity, and historical tradition, the answer is an unqualified yes. But 
to understand how and why the symbolism was acted out in practice, I 
can simply emphasize the need and urgency for further study. 
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Notes 


1. Similar hummanmade, or at least modified, caves with flower-shaped cham- 
bers have been discovered in the Tepeaca region of Puebla, near the source of the 
Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca account (Patricio Davalos, personal communication 
1999). 

2. A continuation of the same motif may be present on the tablero of Stage 3b 
on the west side of the Great Pyramid (Sergio Suárez Cruz, personal communica- 
tion), although this is probably from a later stage of construction. 

3. Amalucan, another Formative period site on the eastern frontier of the 
Cholula kingdom, apparently attempted a similar claim to symbolic significance 
as its inhabitants channeled an irrigation canal beneath the principal pyramid in 
an effort to establish it as an altepetl. 

4. Rex Koontz (personal communication 1999) points out that this is an archi- 
tectural trait also present at El Tajín. 

5. Stage 3b is known as the Edificio Tolteca, not for its cultural affiliation but 
because of the liberal use of Tolteca-brand cement in its reconstruction. In fact, 
the front portion of this building, including its staircase, was removed in antiq- 
uity when Stage 3c was built, and therefore the reliability of the reconstructed 
front facade is unclear. In an earlier publication (1996a), I suggested that Stage 3b 
postdated Stage 3a, but on closer inspection of the joints between the two struc- 
tures it is apparent that Stage 3a was built onto the existing Stage 3b. 

6. Altar 3 was erected at the base of the pyramid staircase during excavation in 
the 1960s, even though the lower half was found near Altar 2 (Contreras 
1970:111). It is equally plausible, therefore, that the stela was originally attached 
to Altar 2 as a complementary stela /altar group (McCafferty 1996a:10), although 
Acosta (1970c) considered and rejected this possibility because of the size differ- 
ence between the two monumental slabs. 

7. The top of Altar 3 angles to a triangular point so that its shadow could have 
served as a sensitive measuring device of the solstice, conceptually similar to a 
sundial. 

8. It is also very similar to painted volutes recently found at the La Ventilla 
compound of Classic period Teotihuacan (Rubén Cabrera, personal communica- 
tion). 

9. No evidence of this mural can be found at the archaeological zone, although 
remnants of murals are stored in tunnels of the Great Pyramid. 

10. Based on representations of the ceramic vessels in the murals and actual ar- 
chaeological vessels, Müller (1972) suggested that the murals dated to ca. 200 AD, 
Alternatively, reinterpretation of the pyramid construction sequence, especially 
the Patio of the Altars, indicates that the murals date to the Epiclassic period, be- 
tween 600-900 AD (McCafferty 1996a). 

11. The head is also similar to a carved stone fiultu, a Mixtec water spirit, that 
was found at San Juan Diuxi in the Mixteca Alta (Byland and Pohl 1994:11-12, 
Figure 3). 

12. Until recently, dried toad effigies were a popular tourist item sold in 
Cholula. They were usually posed and mounted in a scene, such as in a cantina or 
as mariachis. 
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13. The Great Pyramid is also identified as 7 Flower in Folios 9v-10r and 14r of 
the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca (1976), although there are only 6 flowers in Folio 7v, 
perhaps because the paw of the frog is obscuring the other flower. Map 2 of the 
Mapas de Cuauhtinchan also identifies the Great Pyramid as 7 Flower (Simons 
1968:65-66). 

14. Jansen (1996) has discussed the association of the Chichimec Lord 4 Jaguar, 
who appears prominently in the Mixtec codices as an ally of Lord 8 Deer “Jaguar 
Claw" and who may also appear in Nahua texts from Puebla / Tlaxcala as Nacxitl, 
an avatar of Quetzalcoatl. It was 4 Jaguar who perforated 8 Deer's septum at Cat- 
tail Frieze, which Jansen identifies as Cholula. The jaguar paw and numeral 4 
may represent the Great Pyramid from the Atamalcualiztli ceremony as the site 
of 4 Jaguar. 
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A Sense of Place at Chichén Itzá 


CYNTHIA KRISTAN-GRAHAM 


For more than a century, archaeologists, art historians, ethnohistorians, 
and epigraphers have been studying Chichén Itzá, and a new picture of 
that site is emerging. Ongoing excavations indicate that Chichén Itzá is 
larger in area than was ever imagined, with a much more complex layout 
and more diverse inventory of buildings and imagery. Moreover, it ap- 
pears that this late Maya capital that was home to a diverse group of 
Maya peoples forged a new social order with innovations in governance 
and public art and architecture. Although earlier Maya history has been 
reconstructed as a series of regional kingdoms based on royal genealogy, 
episodic warfare, and conquest, Chichén Itzá seems to have pioneered a 
new form of rulership shared among elite lineages that transcended dy- 
nastic and ethnic boundaries and that valued the rules of cooperation as 
much as the rules of engagement. 

However, our picture of Chichén Itzá is not quite complete. A few cru- 
cial ingredients not usually considered as part of the study of Chichén 
Itzá proper—notably the conception of the site as a spatial nexus and the 
place of the original populace—can deepen an understanding of this an- 
cient center. This emphasis on space follows recent advances in philoso- 
phy, architectural history, geography, and archaeology, wherein space is 
understood as a crucial link between people and social formation and as 
a catalyst for memory. Together, citizenry and space can be examined by 
asking several questions: 1) how does the plan of Chichén Itzá—essen- 
tially a constellation of terraced architectural platforms connected by a 
network of roads—intersect with habitation and ritual? 2) how are prin- 
ciples of self, family, and community embedded in the architectural land- 
scape? and 3) how are social relations fostered and reproduced in the set- 
tlement? 
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In this chapter, an overview of the nature of space precedes a discus- 
sion of Chichén Itzá within the context of Maya society. Then follows an 
examination of the settlement of Chichén Itzá and the manifestation of 
governance, identity, and family in planning, architecture, imagery, and 
writing. Finally, there is a consideration of how these components were 
integral to a sense of place and a sense of belonging at Chichén Itzá. 


The Politics and Poetics of Space 


Space is both a natural phenomenon and an invisible cultural product, 
the latter by virtue of spatial conceptions and uses. Although we may 
never know how the ancient Maya precisely conceptualized their spatial 
environs, at Chichén Itzá platforms, buildings, and roads are vestiges of 
how space and landscape were planned and partitioned for a range of vi- 
sions and uses. Following is a presentation of some ideas that can help 
lead to a refined understanding of the symbolic and social dimensions of 
space at Chichén Itzá. 

Any settlement can be understood through the unique manner in 
which the population interacts with the spatial world. Such an inquiry 
may lead to an understanding of what architectural historian Christian 
Norberg-Schulz (1980:10) calls genius loci, or "the spirit of place" after the 
ancient Roman concept. The idea of genius loci conjures a complete sense 
of space wherein natural and cultural properties merge to form a sort of 
spatial personality. Genius loci is very similar to the concept of the aes- 
thetic values of a landscape explained by Kathryn Reese-Taylor and Rex 
Koontz (chapter 1 in this volume). Components of a spatial personality 
may include natural terrain, landscaping, planning, traffic patterns, ar- 
chitecture, and related imagery. Even though some psychological and 
visceral aspects of genius loci may remain lost in prehistory, we shall see 
that Chichén Itzá's spirit of place encompassed a general plan and visual 
program that not only united the sacred and the mundane but was also 
conducive to everyday movement and special rituals in which notions of 
self, family, and state were acted out in both private and public venues. 

A case in point involves the use of a fz’onot, the natural limestone sink- 
holes that perforate Chichén Itzá and other Yucatec sites. A tz’onot had a 
pragmatic use—to supply water—and a sacred referent as a portal to the 
Otherworld; their commingling may have suggested proximity between 
the earthly and spiritual realms. This sinkhole may also be understood as 
an aesthetic trope that enmeshed physical and spiritual geography. At 
Chichén Itzá, small ritual buildings were often built beside sinkholes, 
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and both were integrated into the system of roadways that ran through- 
out the site. This repeated construct might be read as a visual and spatial 
metaphor regarding the access to, and necessity of, natural and supernat- 
ural resources. 

Understanding space and architecture as aesthetic tropes may be com- 
plemented by treating space as a dimension of social relations. In this 
century, space has been analyzed from a variety of stances. For example, 
Walter Benjamin's Passagen-Werk, or Arcades Project, sought to examine 
how nineteenth-century Parisian industrial culture dialectically perme- 
ated, and was permeated by, public space. Specifically, Benjamin investi- 
gated how commercial areas with covered walkways, store displays, and 
advertisements—the ancestors of our cavernous shopping malls—may 
enter the unconscious and give shape to attitudes about the world. In an 
early note for his unfinished project, Benjamin notes: 


Streets are the dwelling places of the collective. The collective is an 
eternally restless, eternally moving essence that, among the facades 
of buildings endures . . . experiences . . . learns, and senses as much 
as individuals in the projection of their four walls (in Buck-Morss 
1989:304). 


Crucial to Benjamin's ideas is his belief that repeated movements and 
vistas, and concomitant ideas, can be quietly internalized and normal- 
ized as part of daily life. Like the Parisian arcades, Chichén Itzá was a 
capital space that encompassed roads, planned spaces, and three-dimen- 
sional pictorial programs. An analysis of its plan and traffic pattern may 
show what the populace spatially and visually experienced in their envi- 
rons, notably the ways in which natural and humanmade features, along 
with movement and visual frames, imbued collective notions about so- 
cial life. 

In addition, space is a force in the exercise of power. As Michel Fou- 
cault (1986:23) has explained, buildings are more than just edifices; struc- 
tures and spatial relationships are part of a field of social relations, and 
these relations help to delineate sites and inform a technology of power. 
Foucault has shown, for example, that the institution of the prison can 
embody and enforce social rules through tangible forms, such as cell 
blocks, and through intangible means, such as regulations, to form an in- 
tricate web of power. In discussing the Panopticon, an innovative nine- 
teenth-century prison design in which the inmates could be observed at 
any time by the guards, who themselves were not visible to the prisoners, 
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Foucault observes that it is in the domain of rules, sight lines, and archi- 
tecture that power relations are acted out: 


Power has its principles not so much in a person as in a certain con- 
certed distribution of bodies, surfaces, lights, gazes; in an arrange- 
ment whose internal mechanisms produce the relation in which in- 
dividuals are caught up (1977:202). 


Following Foucault's paradigm that space and architecture can be read 
as part of an equation of power, it is possible to begin to look at the phys- 
ical remains of Chichén Itzá as a clue to the construction and practice of 
social relations. In particular, a consideration of building location, owner- 
ship, and use may help lead to an understanding of Chichén Itzá as a 
physical, social, and psychic dwelling place. 

Space is also a vital force in the formation of individuality and commu- 
nity. Architectural historian Dolores Heyden (1995:9) has explained how 
public spaces in the United States are closely linked with notions of self 
and group. Because natural topography and human artifacts spatially 
frame us and our vistas, Heyden reasons that settlements can be catalysts 
for and fonts of collective memory. In this sense, spaces have the capacity 
to foster a public memory of place and time in the form of communal ter- 
ritory and visions. Moreover, Heyden cites recent cognitive studies re- 
garding the important role of space and place in engaging the senses and 
the intertwining of social relations into spatial perceptions: 


If place does provide an overload of possible meanings for the re- 
searcher, it is place's very same assault on all ways of knowing 
(sight, sound, smell, touch, and taste) that makes it powerful as a 
source of memory, as a weave where one strand ties in another (Hey- 
den 1995:18). 


In a related vein, the philosopher Edward Casey (1987, 1993) has inter- 
rogated the metaphysical dimensions of space and devised the idea of 
“place memory,” wherein memory is place-determined, with place help- 
ing to determine who and what we are. Place in this sense is not neces- 
sarily cartographic but an experiential dimension in which one's sur- 
roundings, primarily landscape and architecture, are active agents in the 
formation of identity (Casey 1993:13-16; see also Bachelard 1964:8). If 
space is a catalyst for collective memory, identity, and experience, might 
it be possible to determine some of the images and visions Chichén Itzá 
offered its occupants and visitors? 
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Some recent studies of the politics of space, such as those by geogra- 
phers Jacques Leclerc (1993) and Rudiger Korff (1993), have measured 
the effects of governmental policies upon the construction of modern ur- 
ban centers in Jakarta, Indonesia, and Bangkok, Thailand, respectively. 
Using a wealth of documents, they have tried to understand the use of 
space as an extension of governmental programs because modern cities 
are consciously designed as loci of political symbolism and allegiance. 
However, to approach space only as a direct reflection of political forces 
may exclude more nuanced aspects of space, for example the experiential 
capacity of natural and cultural features in the landscape to impart a 
range of thoughts and activities beyond politics. 

A sense of place, at Chichén Itzá or anywhere, therefore is connected to 
vision, memory, identity, and social relations. Throughout this chapter, 
space and place will be explored as the physical and symbolic terrain on 
which Chichén Itzá was built. 


Chichén Itzá and the Late Maya World 
Political History 


Chichén Itzá emerged as a preeminent power during the Terminal Clas- 
sic-Early Postclassic periods (ca. 800-1200 AD) when Lowland Maya so- 
ciety underwent a radical transformation. The site reached its political 
and economic apogee long after the burgeoning of Maya civilization in 
the highlands of Guatemala and in the southern lowlands of Mexico, 
Guatemala, Belize, and Honduras when population and monumental art 
production were centered at spectacular sites such as Palenque, Tikal, 
and Copán and at more humble sites such as Ceren, El Salvador. Begin- 
ning in the ninth century, the overall Maya population precipitously de- 
clined, for reasons still unclear; common explanations are drought, 
famine, disease, economic distress, invasion, internal rebellion, and inef- 
fectual governance (Culbert 1973; Schele and Freidel 1990; Demarest 
1992). 

The subsequent Terminal Classic period was a vortex of peoples, 
places, and power. As the southern sites gradually declined and then 
were abandoned, the focus of power shifted to the northern lowlands of 
Yucatán and remained there until the conquest in the sixteenth century. 
Koba, Uxmal, Yaxuná, and Chichén Itzá became new hubs of Maya life in 
the north. Although the Yucatec Maya are not directly implicated in the 
Classic collapse, they took advantage of the vacuum left by their Classic 
predecessors by forming new political alliances and participating in new 
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exchange networks with Central Mexico and Central America to estab- 
lish themselves as formidable powers (Freidel 1986). 

For several centuries, Chichén Itzá was a regional Maya capital, a 
sprawling hub of population and exchange. Although the site is yet to be 
fully mapped, it covers at least 25 square kilometers (Andrews, personal 
communication 1998). Its growth was paralleled by declining population 
in some of the other northern centers, and by about 950-1000 AD 
Chichén Itzá seems to have absorbed peoples into its sphere of influence 
from elsewhere in the Maya area.! The Chichén Itzá domain very proba- 
bly stretched from Campeche across the Yucatán peninsula to northern 
Quintana Roo (Andrews 1990:26). Located near the center of northern 
Yucatán, Chichén Itzá was strategically located to regulate trade across 
the peninsula and around the coast as economic activity shifted north- 
ward; the varied and sumptuous trade goods and exotica found at 
Chichén Itzá and at its port of Isla Cerritos on the north coast of Yucatán 
confirm its role as a center of exchange and its status as one of the wealth- 
iest of Mesoamerican centers (Ball and Taschek 1989:188; Robles C. and 
Andrews 1986:88).2 


Ethnohistory 


The central place of Chichén Itzá in the late Maya world is confirmed by 
many ethnohistorical sources. Although Diego de Landa's Relación de las 
Cosas de Yucatán was written in the sixteenth century, when Chichén Itzá 
had long ceased to be a dominant Maya center, his informants conveyed 
a strong memory of Chichén Itzá as a premier Yucatec city, recounting its 
former ruling lineages and political and economic clout, as well as its 
continuing importance as a ritual center in the period just before the 
Spanish Conquest (Tozzer 1941b). The Books of Chilam Balam, a collection 
of colonial-period Yucatec manuscripts written in the Latin alphabet with 
memories of the pre-Hispanic and colonial past and prognostications for 
the future, record that Chichén Itzá had been the focus of political alle- 
giance and tribute in pre-Hispanic times (Roys 1967:74-75; Edmonson 
1982:6, 166; 1986:117). The Relaciónes de Yucatán list the many towns and 
provinces in northern Yucatán that were tributaries of Chichén Itzá, as 
well as some towns in Mexico and Guatemala that likewise paid tribute 
to Chichén Itza (de la Garza 1980, Volume 1:164, 182, 200, 305). 

It appears that Chichén Itzá was in part populated by outsiders who 
made a series of incursions into the site, set themselves up as new rulers, 
and subsequently abandoned their new capital in the Early Postclassic 
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period (Tozzer 1941b:22; Roys 1967: 161; de la Garza 1980, Volume 1:182). 
These peoples have come to be called the Itzá on the basis of ethnohistor- 
ical documents and hieroglyphic inscriptions. By the time of the Spanish 
Conquest, the name “Itzá” had been incorporated into the place name 
Chichén Itzá, “the well of the Itzá,” referring to the Sacred Cenote in the 
site center that was the focus of pilgrimages. At least some the ancient in- 
habitants there called themselves by the name Itzá; the name Itzá Ahaw, 
or Lord Itzá, appears in inscriptions from Chichén Itzá (Schele and Math- 
ews 1998:203, 354 n.6). Apparently the Itzá had a longer time-depth in the 
Maya world; the word “Itzá” is included on texts from pots from the 
Lake Peten Itzá region of the Southern Lowlands and appears in hiero- 
glyphs in the Southern Lowlands by the Early Classic period (Schele et 
al. 2000:23). 

The Itzá probably were either Mayas from the southern lowlands 
(Schele and Mathews 1998:201-203) or Chontal Maya or Gulf Coast peo- 
ples from Tabasco and Campeche (Thompson 1970; Andrews and Robles 
C. 1985:64-67; Kowalski 1989). The Itzá were accomplished traders 
whose exposure to a range of regions and peoples helped to forge a cul- 
ture at Chichén Itzá that was influenced by both Mayan and Mexican ele- 
ments. In addition, the cultural climate of the Terminal Classic—includ- 
ing new economic networks and loci of power that formed after the 
Classic period —made up a unique infrastructure at Chichén Itzá that 
was sensitive to the question of origins and to the fragility of alliance. 


Ethnohistory and Visual Culture 


Another group of foreigners, Toltecs or Central Mexicans, also have been 
embroiled in the history of Chichén Itzá. Some of the ethnohistorical 
sources relate that a Mexican captain named K'ak'upacal or a Mexican 
priest-deity named Kukulcan came to rule at Chichén Itzá, although they 
disagree substantially on many details (Tozzer 1941b:20-23;Roys 
1967:161; Kelley 1968; de la Garza 1980, Volume 1:182, 200, 216). This al- 
leged Mexican presence at Chichén Itzá was supported by U.S. diplomat 
and explorer John L. Stephens (1843, Volume 11:312), who noted two dis- 
tinct styles at Chichén Itzá, attributing the buildings there and even 
much of Maya architecture in general to the migration of Toltecs from 
Mexico. Later in the century, French explorer Désiré Charnay (1885) 
noted striking visual similarities between Chichén Itzá and the Central 
Mexican site of Tula, Hidalgo, and suggested that the Toltecs had intro- 
duced Mexican traits into Yucatán. These observations led to the famous 
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Tula-Chichén Itzá debate. Framed as a unilineal equation, it was thought 
that one of the two sites had to have influenced the other, but the exact 
nature of the relationship remains a mystery (Kubler 1961; Ruz 1962).3 

Ironically, Ralph Roys (1966) and Marvin Cohodas (1978:88) have 
shown that there is no actual mention of a Toltec invasion of Yucatán in 
the sources and that the notion of a Toltec presence in Yucatán has re- 
sulted from a misreading of primary sources. The idea of a Toltec inva- 
sion had nevertheless been accepted as an attractive way to account for a 
seemingly Maya-Mexican visual language at Chichén Itzá. Many schol- 
ars have been predisposed to accept a Maya-to-Toltec occupation at 
Chichén Itzá and have used planning, architecture, and imagery to sup- 
port this scenario. For example, in scenes of battles such as those on the 
famous embossed gold disks found in the Sacred Cenote, interpreters in- 
variably labeled the victors as Toltecs and the vanquished as Maya 
(Lothrop 1952). 

The core of the alleged original Maya occupation at Chichén Itzá is in 
the south, in “Old” or “Maya” Chichén Itzá (Figure 12.1). There, so-called 
Chichén-Maya buildings parallel the Puuc style of the Northwestern 
Lowlands found at Uxmal and other sites; they feature relatively small, 
low, multichambered structures with interior spaces spanned by corbel 
vaults and exterior embellishment that includes hieroglyphic inscriptions 
and stone mosaic facades with geometric patterns or three-dimensional 
masks (Cohodas 1978; Lincoln 1986; Wren and Schmidt 1991). The fa- 
mous Temple of the Three Lintels embodies many of these features and 
may be considered an exemplary Chichén-Maya building (Figure 12.2). 

Other, supposedly later buildings are constructed in the Chichén- 
Toltec style, so named for the apparent Mexican flavor. The hallmark fea- 
tures include colonnades, a single- or double-chambered structure atop a 
stepped pyramid base, pyramid summits with decorated pillars support- 
ing wooden roofs, and such alleged Mexican motifs as atlantid and chak 
mol sculptures and bas-reliefs with glyphs near the heads of figures (Lin- 
coln 1986; Wren and Schmidt 1991). In contrast to the Chichén-Maya 
style, the Chichén-Toltec style is essentially a figural art tradition empha- 
sizing crowded carved or painted panoramic compositions or single fig- 
ures on stone pillars. The well-known Temple of the Warriors Complex 
has most of these traits and has been considered to be an exemplary 
Chichén-Toltec structure (Figure 12.3). (See Tozzer 1957 for his detailed 
chronology of Chichén Itzá.) 

This traditional paradigm of Chichén Itzá as a sequential Maya-to- 
Toltec center is far too reductive to explain such a large and complex site; 
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Figure 12.2 Plan and facade, Temple of the Three Lintels 
(after Ruppert 1952:147) 


Figure 12.3 Facade, Temple of the Warriors Complex 
(photograph by Kristan-Graham) 


surely military intrusion is not the only plausible explanation for the syn- 
cretic style there. Daniel Brinton (1887), Tatiana Proskouriakoff (1951), Ed- 
ward Kurjack (1988), Charles Lincoln (1990), and others are skeptical 
about a Toltec invasion or occupation and suggest instead that Chichén 
Itzá was home to an aggregation of Maya-speaking groups. One persist- 
ent problem has been that Chichén Itzá presents examples of art that do 
not comfortably fit our current notions of Maya and Toltec or Mexican art; 
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surely it is these categories, and not Chichén Itzá itself, that have been the 
real obstacle in attaining a finer understanding of visual culture there. 


A New Picture of Chichén Itzá 


The widespread “Toltecization” of Chichén Itzá has tended to obscure its 
full art tradition; clearly the architecture and art there have references 
that are not expressed by the Toltec-Maya opposition. Moreover, the 
Toltec and Maya categories are not mutually exclusive. For example, the 
famous Temple of the Warriors, an alleged Chichén-Toltec structure, 
combines both Maya and Toltec traits as they are traditionally under- 
stood (Figure 12.3). A corbel vault spans part of a colonnade, and the 
stone mosaic temple walls depicting Maya deities enclose carved stone 
pillars that display Mexican-style figures and glyphs. This consistent 
blending of so-called Maya and Toltec traits is so prevalent that it is inte- 
gral to the art tradition there, and their contemporaneity in the same 
building undermines the very notion of a Maya-Toltec sequence. (Later, 
the Temple of the Warriors Complex will be discussed in more detail in 
order to show how one particular building and decorative program em- 
bodied and promoted the values of the Chichén Itzá polity.) 

Archaeology, too, bears out the ambiguous nature of any Maya-to- 
Toltec sequence at Chichén Itzá. Ceramic chronologies show that the 
Maya and Toltec portions of the site overlap at least partially (Ball 1979). 
Settlement patterns indicate that the site was planned as a large, inte- 
grated entity and was built and occupied in one long phase spanning the 
Terminal Classic-Early Postclassic period (Garza and Kurjack 1980:25; 
Lincoln 1990; Schele and Mathews 1998:199; see also Cohodas 1978). 
David Freidel (1986:421) has noticed similarities between the plans of 
Chichén Itzá and such Puuc sites as Uxmal, Sayil, and Kabah, and he 
considers Chichén Itzá to be a basically northern Mayan center (cf. Taube 
1994 on the Toltec nature of Chichén Itzá). If we accept this new para- 
digm of Chichén Itzá as a northern Maya cosmopolitan center, it is no 
longer necessary to sort out the Maya features from the Toltec ones. The 
aggregation of architectural forms and art styles are not necessarily evi- 
dence of a foreign intrusion; instead, they can signal different uses, occu- 
pants, or even aesthetic preferences. Richard Diehl (1993) suggests that 
given the contours of the Early Postclassic period, Mesoamerican centers 
were predisposed toward establishing a more synthetic culture and shar- 
ing key traits with other formidable powers, and this is a profitable way 
to understand Chichén Itzá, both as a capital and as an art tradition. 
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This cosmopolitan nature at Chichén Itzá was tied to a new strategy of 
rulership whose features are recorded in ethnohistorical documents and 
in monuments and imagery from Chichén Itzá. In a departure from the 
lengthy Classic-style inscriptions that charted royal history through por- 
traits, titles, names, dates, genealogies, and events in narrative texts and 
images, the hieroglyphic inscriptions at Chichén Itzá are shorter, record a 
more circumscribed series of peoples and events, and are nearly devoid 
of imagery. 

Several buildings in Southern Chichén Itzá have lintels or facades 
whose inscriptions feature dates that cluster between 867 and 881 AD, 
with the earliest recorded date at 832 AD (Krochock 1995:2). As Ruth 
Krochock (1988, 1991) has shown for the Temples of the One, Three, and 
Four Lintels, the texts typically record one or two dates in the Yucatec 
style of dating; building ownership; the names of a few male protago- 
nists; their filial relationship; and a ritual event such as a building dedica- 
tion, bloodletting, or sacrifice. For example, a transliteration of a portion 
of Lintel 2 from the Temple of the 4 Lintels reads: “On 12 K'an, the day of 
7 Sak, sunrise, it was finished /incised the lintel in the doorway of his 
holy house, K'inil Kopol” (Krochock, personal communication 1997). 
Krochock further explains the significance of these inscriptions: 


[Each lintel] seems to highlight a different individual and that, in 
this way, the lintels seem to be “owned” by those individuals. One 
might view this as a way to permanently glorify and single-out the 
most important of the current ruling class without referring to the 
hierarchical status differences that may exist among them ... [the 
texts] may record the actions of several high-ranking personages of 
possible equal status. This evidence suggests that the Maya political 
social structure of Terminal Classic Chichén Itzá, before any pre- 
sumed foreign invasion, must have diverged fundamentally from 
that of the southern Classic Maya Lowland sites (1988:13). 


In a departure from Classic-period texts, only descent in the female 
line seems to be recorded in the inscriptions, and David Stuart (1993) and 
Erik Boot (1995) have observed that the protagonists are brothers or male 
companions. 

The new social order at Chichén Itzá seems to have been based on mul- 
tepal, or joint, rule, a new strategy of rulership that was in part a re- 
sponse to the political failures of the Classic period. In the Southern Low- 
lands, political power was directly linked to the royal dynasty that 
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controlled each polity; the inability to form lasting alliances or to share 
power did not equip them to successfully confront growing social prob- 
lems or the endemic fighting between competing realms (Schele and Frei- 
del 1990; Demarest 1992). Chichén Itzá subsequently pursued a strategy 
of assimilation over that of conflict; instead of social hierarchy being 
overtly featured in decorative programs, imagery stressed the families 
and groups that formed the polity (Schele and Freidel 1990:348; Wren 
and Schmidt 1991:201).4 


The Settlement of Chichén Itzá 


In this discussion, the traditional ethnic labels “Maya” and “Toltec” and 
the chronological labels “Old” and “New” are replaced with more neu- 
tral terms to describe the three main zones of the settlement: Southern, 
Central, and Northern Chichén Itzá. When freed of the restraints of the 
Maya-versus-Toltec question, other concerns emerge, notably the codes 
of cosmology and community embedded into the architectural land- 
scape. 


Cosmological and Symbolic Referents 


Chichén Itzá seems to have been planned in part with the template that 
ordered Tikal, Copán, and other Classic Maya centers. According to 
Wendy Ashmore (1992), common features of this plan include: (1) a 
strong north-south axis; (2) a formal and functional dualism in which 
large buildings and plazas for public rituals are concentrated in the 
north, whereas enclosed groups reserved for more private royal activities 
are concentrated in the south; and (3) a cosmological scheme in which the 
north symbolizes the celestial sphere and the south the mundane or un- 
derworld sphere. 

Chichén Itzá is a variation of these basic principles. Architectural plat- 
forms are distributed in an uneven pattern, and they are connected by sak 
beob, or masonry roads, laid out in an arterial arrangement (Figure 12.1). 
Some of the longest roads run roughly north-south, creating a pro- 
nounced north-south axis. In contrast to the periphery of the site, the site 
core is monumental in scale, with plazas, broad avenues, temples, range 
structures, ballcourts, and some anomalous buildings; the large scale and 
central locale seem designed as an arena for huge public spectacles. 
Smaller platforms, roads, and buildings radiate from this “downtown” 
area; scale, siting, and building inventory are smaller, yet the basic 
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Figure 12.4 Plan of major buildings on Platform Ek'Xux: 
Structure 5D11—colonnade; Structure 5D12—temple mound; 
Structure 5D13—gallery-patio 
(after Lincoln 1990:Map 1) 


arrangement of buildings echoes the downtown area (Figure 12.4). These 
platforms are probably residential compounds and may have been the lo- 
cus of lineage festivals, administration, manufacturing, cooking, and the 
collecting of tribute (Schele and Mathews 1998:29). 

Maya sites have also been interpreted as cosmic maps in which topog- 
raphy, planning, and architecture are correlated with Maya myths and 
cosmology. According to Freidel et al. (1993), the North Platform was the 
major stage for ritual activity at Chichén Itzá and was characterized as 
the Primordial Sea of Creation from Maya cosmogonies (Figure 12.5). The 
Castillo, a monumental radial pyramid, is the Mountain of Creation that 
embodies the four-fold partitioning of the world at the beginning of time. 
North of this, the Sacred Cenote pierces the surface of the earth to reveal 


331 


WELL Or 
SACHiFICE 


~ 
H 
In 
J TZOMPANTLI 
=< 


" o PLATFORM OF 
PLATFORM OF THE.CONES Š 
THE EAGLES P 


HOUSE O a 
CORN GRINOERS 
HOUSE OF 


Bless OF THE WALL PANELS 


NUNNERY 
tur. ARAS" 0218 


Figure 12.5 Plan, Central Chichén Itzá 
(after Ruppert 1952:Figure 1) 
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the watery depths of the Otherworld. The connecting sak beh (“white 
road") symbolizes the Milky Way, the path traveled at the beginning and 
end of time. Two nearby structures frame this architectural cosmogram. 
The Great Ball Court recalls the setting for the Popol Vult, a Maya creation 
myth; carved panels lining the playing alley plausibly represent rituals of 
the type held there, which recall the act of creation and mediate between 
the earthly and celestial realms. The temples that frame the ballcourt 
have carved and painted embellishment that commemorates Itzá battles 
associated with the founding of Chichén Itzá, the charter by which the 
Itzá rules, and the accession of lords (Schele and Mathews 1998:197-255). 
Across the plaza, the Temple of the Warriors Complex follows the plan of 
a Maya council house, or popol nah, where state business was conducted; 
decorative programs there likewise embody political interests. 

These cosmological/mythic readings both link Chichén Itzá with ear- 
lier Maya sites and attempt to merge seamlessly its mythic past with its 
political present. But little attention has been paid to how Chichén Itzá 
was planned for social and political activity or to its everyday and sym- 
bolic use by a real population. A careful look at buildings, decorative pro- 
grams, and traffic actuates a Chichén Itzá we can no longer see: People 
and architecture intersect to create a virtual ritual nexus that embodies 
new concepts of self, family, and community. The settlement can thus be 
viewed as an extension of the Maya cosmological and political universe, 
and compelling parallels with Yucatec literary traditions about Chichén 
Itzá add other nuances. 


Central Chichén Itzá 


The site center is the origin and center of the network of roadways (Garza 
and Kurjack 1980:25) (Figure 12.5). The large scale, central siting, decora- 
tive programs, and type of writing on buildings all suggest that Central 
Chichén Itzá was intended for public spectacles. The buildings here have 
referents aside from the cosmological ones just cited. Other scholars have 
suggested that the Castillo was a royal or calendrical monument; the 
North Temple in the Great Ball Court was a monument of royal inaugu- 
ration; the Caracol was an astronomical marker; the Mercado and Akab 
Tzib were palaces; and the Monjas was a palace or council house (Coe 
1993:146-151; Sharer 1994:392-396; Wren 1994; Henderson 1997:214—223). 
Some building types occur more than once in the site center. The Temple 
of the Tables is a smaller version of the adjacent Temple of the Warriors. 
The High Priest's Grave or Osario replicates the Castillo in miniature; 
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this radial pyramid is on axis with the Xtoloc Cenote and is connected to 
it by a sak beh. The Osario and part of the sak beh were once enclosed by a 
wall, so that at some point this complex was separated from the rest of 
Central Chichén Itzá (Schele and Mathews 1998:204). This isolation may 
indicate that the Castillo and the Osario were used by different groups, 
or that the former was for public use whereas the latter was perhaps re- 
served for more private use. 

To account for this juxtaposition in scale and location between the 
Castillo and the Osario, Linda Schele (personal communication 1995) has 
invoked the concept of the galactic polity. Essentially, the galactic polity 
(also called a segmentary state, negara, theater state, or exemplary center) 
is an explanatory model for understanding politics and settlement pat- 
terns in traditional Southeast Asian societies. The galactic polity is a cen- 
tral governing body whose policies, rituals, and visual culture are repro- 
duced in miniature by satellite centers, or by sectors within sites, to 
demonstrate incorporation into the larger political system. The primary 
center often is constructed as a cosmological model, and it seeks to en- 
compass an ever-changing network of human and economic relations 
that flow from the capital to the hinterland and back again. The center 
and its satellites often share physical similarities and a symbolic rhetoric 
that accentuate their conditional relationship (Tambiah 1977; Geertz 
1980). 

The idea of the galactic polity has already proven useful in under- 
standing the ancient Maya, especially to explain the web of relations be- 
tween a primary center and its secondary and tertiary satellites as they 
spread across the landscape (Fox 1987; Demarest 1992). At Chichén Itzá, 
the Osario may have been used as a secondary ceremonial center or a 
“primary partner among equals” in the multepal system of governance. 
Rafael Cobos's (personal communication 1997) recent work mapping and 
excavating of portions of the site north of the Sacred Cenote provides 
new evidence of Chichén Itzá as a galactic polity. Around Chichén Itzá, 
secondary and tertiary sites radiate out from the site center equidistantly, 
just as causeways radiate out from the site center. At Chichén Itzá proper, 
architectural groups joined by causeways often contain similar struc- 
tures—usually a temple, an altar, and a gallery-patio or a patio—that 
simulate part of the site core in miniature. Moreover, it seems that the 
manner in which goods were distributed fits a galactic polity pattern. Co- 
bos (personal communication 1997) suggests that the flow of goods, such 
as obsidian, from Isla Cerritos to the central government at Chichén Itzá 
and on to family heads residing at different architectural compounds was 
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Figure 12.6 Plan, Temple of the Warriors Complex 
(after E. Morris 1931:Plate 3) 


relatively equal, thus indicating that the members of the polity were gen- 
erally treated in kind. 

Besides being the nucleus of a galactic polity, Central Chichén Itzá 
(variously called the North Platform or the Gran Nivelación) seems also 
to have been the spatial and economic center of the site, reserved for the 
practical and ritual business of state. This is exemplified by the Temple of 
the Warriors Complex, which commemorates polity membership. The 
Temple of the Warriors and the adjoining Northwest Colonnade unite to 
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form the Temple of the Warriors Complex, which in appearance and 
theme transcends traditional ethnic styles (Figure 12.6). 

The Temple of the Warriors itself encases an earlier building, the Tem- 
ple of the Chak Mol. The Temple of the Warriors measures 38 meters on 
each side of the base and rises 11.41 meters from a terraced platform. 
The stepped pyramid is composed of four terraces and an 8.17 meters- 
wide central stairway on the main, or west, facade. A Puuc-style double- 
chambered temple sits on the pyramid summit. The outer temple walls 
are 21 meters in length and are embellished on the exterior with stone 
mosaic masks and reliefs of feathered serpents and other mythic ani- 
mals, whereas the interior walls are decorated with murals. The temple 
interior has two spaces, an anteroom with twelve stone pillars and a rear 
chamber with eight pillars, all of which probably once supported a 
wooden roof. Two columns in the form of descending feathered serpents 
frame the entrance to the temple, perhaps an allusion to K'uk'ulcan or to 
rulership in general (Gillespie 1987). Stone standard bearers once proba- 
bly stood on the corners of the temple. A chak mol sculpture now at the 
top of the stairs probably served variously as a sacrificial platform, a re- 
ceptacle for sacrificial blood and hearts, and a podium for priests and 
rulers. The rear temple chamber contains a stone table or altar sup- 
ported by small atlantid figures (Charlot 1931:265-266; E. Morris 
1931:13, 37, 43-45). 

The Northwest Colonnade serves as the foyer to the temple. The colon- 
nade, 48 meters long and 14.8 meters wide, rests on a low-stepped plat- 
form above the plaza floor and joins the temple on its main west facade. 
The colonnade once measured 6.89 meters from floor to roof, and its 61 
stone pillars once supported a wooden roof. Abutting the pyramid base 
are battered and decorated stone benches. A long corbel vault, now de- 
stroyed, probably formed a covered walkway at the base of the pyramid. 
The colonnade platform is connected to the adjacent Temple of the Tables 
to the north. The Northwest Colonnade is also connected to two others, 
the West and the North Colonnades, both with little preserved decora- 
tion (Charlot 1931:267; E. Morris 1931:45-68). 

Some features of the Temple of the Warriors Complex indicate that it 
may have served as a popol nah (literally “mat house,” community house, 
or council house). Like known Maya council houses, it faces a major 
plaza with an open facade punctuated by architectural supports and con- 
tains interior benches that provide a rectangular seating arrangement for 
meetings and feasting (see Fash 1991:131, and Stomper, chapter 8 in this 
volume, for a discussion of the popol nah). Unlike the benches found in 
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Classic Maya buildings, the ones at Chichén Itzá are larger and provide 
ample space for sitting. Maya council houses often have exterior mat mo- 
tifs that announce the function of the building, where lords sat on woven 
mats as a sign of office. There are no extant mat designs in the Temple of 
the Warriors Complex, but the stone benches could have been overlaid 
with real woven mats to serve as thrones or seats of honor. 

The pillars that form the open facade make up the most extensive por- 
tion of the decorative program. Their uniformity in size—approximately 
3.74 meters high and 69 centimeters wide—consistent figural imagery, 
and regular placement in rows create a unified and vivid appearance. As 
elements in a visual composition, the carved and painted pillars mesh to 
form a huge panorama, perhaps the largest and certainly one of the most 
complex in the Maya world. 

The siting of the pyramid on a vast open plaza, as well as the open 
plan and original bright polychrome decoration, made ritual visually ex- 
citing and inviting. Ritual, in fact, is the very subject of the temple's em- 
bellishment. The regimented stone pillars together represent key roles in 
the Chichén Itzá body politic: noble, warrior, and priest. These so-called 
pillar figures participate in a crowded procession that seems to move 
through the colonnade, generally from right to left and south to north. 
Some pillars at the bottom of the stairs represent prisoners bound by 
rope; perhaps they await the sacrifice that in typical Maya fashion would 
have occurred at the top of the stairs. According to Schele and Freidel 
(1990), this panorama depicts the ritual resolution of battle, when Maya 
foes were given the choice of joining the polity in return for allegiance 
and noble status, or of facing grimmer consequences. Additionally, 
bloodletting may be referenced here (D. Stuart 1988). Murals inside the 
temple that represent lords both seated and in procession, battles, human 
sacrifice, and tribute items are appropriate backdrops for a performative 
space where rites of the polity would have been acted out. The entire 
complex integrates notions vital to the polity's sustained power: con- 
quest, alliance, and tribute. 

Central Chichén Itzá is marked at the north by the Sacred Cenote, the 
axial and ritual focus of this zone given its position on axis with the 
Castillo and its connection with the largest sak beh. As the locus of pil- 
grimages and offerings, the Cenote was a repository for ritual goods, 
such as copal incense. But some of its contents—especially worked gold 
and carved jade—also were valued items of tribute and long-distance ex- 
change. It may be that some tribute for Chichén Itzá, from subjugates and 
newly initiated polity members, was offered at the Cenote, which was 
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both a symbolic entry to the Otherworld and a material entry to the 
polity. This is reinforced by the architectural vistas that frame the ceremo- 
nial way, especially the Great Ball Court and the Temple of the Warriors 
Complex, and that resonate with the themes of foundation, rulership, 
and tribute. 


Southern Chichén Itzá 


In comparison with the site center, the periphery of Chichén Itzá remains 
rather obscure. In the 1980s the Peabody Museum-Harvard University 
Archaeological Project directed by Charles Lincoln (1990) in collabora- 
tion with the Centro Regional del Sureste of the Instituto Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia (INAH), mapped portions of Southern Chichén 
Itzá; this augmented previous work by the Carnegie Institution of Wash- 
ington and INAH. Lincoln and his associates excavated several platforms 
and noted that in configuration and building inventory, Southern 
Chichén Itzá parallels the basic plan of the site core, and it may be under- 
stood as a secondary ceremonial center. Changes in construction quality 
and scale between platforms may be an index of status. 

The variety of buildings indicates a range of uses. The ballcourts and 
temples probably were used in ways analogous to those in the site center, 
but the range structures and gallery-patio buildings are more problem- 
atic. Range structures are enigmatic Maya buildings. They do not follow 
a strict plan, but like the Mercado tend to be long and rectangular and to 
contain rooms arranged in rows (Figure 12.7). Range structures have of- 
ten been identified as palaces or elite residences, but not all of them may 
have served the same purposes. Lincoln (1990:605-609) notes that the 
Akab Tzib, with its relatively spacious rooms and isolation from other 
buildings, may have been a palace. In contrast, the Monjas, with its grand 
facade, more public location, and series of remodelings, seems to have 
had a primary function as a temple or council house, with elite residence 
as a plausible secondary function. If these larger, better-understood 
range structures probably served both residential and religious purposes, 
perhaps the smaller versions did too. 

Gallery-patio buildings are another enigmatic type of building with a 
probable residential function. This T-shaped building type, such as the 
Akab Tzib, consists of a square patio, usually with a central sunken 
courtyard surrounded by a row of columns; attached is a longer walled 
gallery or colonnade (Ruppert 1943, 1950) (Figure 12.8). The largest 
gallery-patio structure at Chichén Itzá is the Mercado, ornately embel- 
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Figure 12.7 Plan of Mercado 
(after Ruppert 1943:Figure 1) 


Figure 12.8 Plan of Akab Tzib 
(after Ruppert 1952: Figure 60) 


lished inside and out with figural imagery. The Mercado has been vari- 
ously interpreted as a judicial court building (Ruppert 1943:230), an elite 
residence (Freidel 1981), a public ceremonial space by virtue of affinities 
with contemporaneous buildings at Tula (Healan 1974), and a ritual 
space for auto-sacrifice based on comparisons with later Aztec architec- 
ture (Klein 1987). Lincoln (1990:633, 1994:168) proposes that the gallery- 
patio may be a type of palace distinct from range structures.” 

Who used these buildings in Southern Chichén Itzá? Their relatively 
small scale and their location away from the downtown area suggest a 
private, perhaps familial use. Lincoln (1990:633) proposes that architec- 
tural groups with a similar assemblage of buildings—usually a small 
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temple, a gallery-patio, and a range structure—were discrete residen- 
tial / religious spaces. Given the Maya emphasis on filial institutions and 
organization, it may be that families or lineages occupied these smaller 
platforms. In galactic polity fashion, the regularity of plan and structures 
may signal participation in multepal rule, with size and location an index 
of status. 


Northern Chichén Itzá 


This sector of the site is the least understood. Neither the Carnegie Insti- 
tution nor INAH mapped it in the 1920s and 1930s. In the 1990s, the 
Proyecto Arquelogico Chichén Itzá-INAH has been mapping and con- 
ducting settlement pattern surveys in the area north of the Sacred 
Cenote; thus far 125 structures and 45 causeways have been uncovered 
and mapped. Like the southern portion of the site, architectural terraces 
here support a medley of buildings that are connected to each other, and 
ultimately to the site center, by a system of roadways (Cobos, personal 
communication 1997). Such general parallels with the rest of the site may 
indicate that the galactic polity model extends to the northern portion of 
the site. 


Writing and Identity at Chichén Itzá 


Two types of writing are found at Chichén Itzá: hieroglyphs and lo- 
gographs. In the past, these two types of writing were ascribed to differ- 
ent cultural occupations, the hieroglyphs to the earlier Maya occupation 
and the logographs to the subsequent Toltec period. However, given our 
current understanding of Chichén Itzá as an integrated settlement with 
one long occupation period, it seems more likely that the two types of 
writings were contemporaneous, perhaps directed to different audiences 
and purposes. In general, hieroglyphic inscriptions appear on lintels, 
panels, and pillars of buildings in the site core (e.g., the Osario, Akab 
Tzib), and in a few buildings in the south (e.g., the Temples of the One, 
Three, and Four Lintels) (Figure 12.1). It seems reasonable to suppose 
that these texts found in probable palaces that recount genealogy and 
communal rituals are elite in nature. In contrast, single name glyphs are 
found on more public, monumental buildings in the site center with a 
presumed wider audience. This pattern suggests that at least two types 
of literacy existed at Chichén Itzá, hieroglyphs for elites and single 
glyphs for the entire population. 
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Southern Chichén Itzá 


Classic-style hieroglyphic texts were found on the Temples of the One, 
Two, and Three Lintels; the Initial Series; the Owls; the Wall Panels; the 
Hieroglyphic Jambs; the Osario; Structure 6E; and at the nearby sites of 
Yula and Halakal that were in Chichén Itzá's sphere of influence (Prosk- 
ouriakoff 1970; G. Stuart 1989) (Figure 12.9). Ruth Krochock's (1988, 
1991) decipherment of some of the hieroglyphs from Chichén Itzá indi- 
cates that they record ninth-century elite persons and their ritual activ- 
ity. Yucatec lineage names recently identified in these texts include 
Cauil, Cupul, Hau, and Kokom; because they are sometimes found in 
conjunction with the word holpop ("at the head of the mat"), a title for in- 
termediaries between townspeople and the ruling lord, it may mean that 
individuals from these families held administrative positions (Ringle 
1990:236, 239). 

Other types of writing have different referents. Some buildings that 
lack elaborate Puuc facades typically feature detailed exterior moldings 
and cornices decorated with a row of carved stones that repeat the same 
emblem (Figure 12.9). Some facades are variously embellished with rows 
of carved turtles, heads, vases, and birds and have thus been called the 
House of the Turtles, the House of the Little Heads, and so on. These em- 
blems also correlate with Yucatec Maya lineage names, and hence they 
iconically recall Maya family names and encode lineage in architecture 
(this will be discussed in greater detail in the following section). 

At least five buildings in the southern portion of Chichén Itzá feature 
facade details that may be read as family names (Table 12.1). In situ stone 
masks are on the facade of the north temple in the Chultun Group (Rup- 
pert 1952:152). On Structure 5C14, the House of the Phalli, a range struc- 
ture, George Vaillant (in Ruppert 1952:160) observed one vestibule em- 
bellished with carved stone feather fans and a southern room extension 


Figure 12.9 Carved cornice moldings of vessels and turtles, 
Structure 5B2 
(after Ruppert 1952:199, Figure 141b) 
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Figure 12.10 Rollout drawing of Pillar 19, 
Northwest Colonnade 
fafter Charlot 1931:Plate 87) 


embellished with a frieze of stone shells. The House of the Little Heads, 
Structure 5C3, has an exterior frieze of stone birds or bats and human 
heads or masks (Vaillant in Ruppert 1952:158). Structure 5B2, the Temple 
of the Turtles, has a band of stone vases and turtles (Ruppert 1952:99, Fig- 
ure 141b). For these last two buildings, it may be possible that the juxta- 
position of two or more emblems could signal descent from more than 
one lineage or a marital alliance. 

At Chichén Itzá, then, each writing system tends to occur in different 
building types and to record different types of information. The Temples 
of the One, Three, and Four Lintels are range or double-chambered struc- 
tures, whereas the buildings with decorated cornices and friezes are 
small temples or multichambered buildings (Ruppert 1952). If they are 
contemporaneous, then they may denote ethnic, functional, or social dif- 
ferences. It may be that the hieroglyphic inscriptions recorded the activi- 
ties and marked out the houses occupied by families from the Southern 
Lowlands who retained a strong memory of Classic Maya civilization or 
who may have been original or early participants in conjoined rule at 
Chichén Itzá. The facade emblems, in contrast, may have marked the 
houses occupied by Maya families from other parts of the Maya area 
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Table 12.1 Chart correlating cornice emblems with Yucatec lineage names in 
Southern Chichén Itzá (information compiled from Ruppert 1952 and Roys 
1940) 


Building 


Facade Emblems 


Patronymic 


North Temple, Chultun Heads or masks Koh (mask), Pol (head) or 
Group Ich (face) 

Structure 5C14, the Feather fanes P'ot (plume), luit 

House of the Phalli; (feather) or Ybit (feather, 


derived from Chontal 
Maya) 


vestibule frieze 


Structure 5C14, The K'an (shell) 

Houe of th ePhalli; 

southern room extension 

frieze 

Structure 5C3, the Bats and Birds Zotz (bat); the birds are 

House of the Little Heads rendered to generally to 
identify by species, but 


many patronymics were 
names of birds 


Structure 5B2, the Vases and turtles Curtii or Chuil (bottle); 
Temple of the Turtles Ac (turtle) 


where phonetic writing was not as prevalent, or by those who held dif- 
ferent positions in the multepal system. In addition, the facade emblems 
occur on building exteriors whereas the hieroglyphic writing appears on 
lintels and pillars, both more private locations. 

This pattern of writing suggests that dwellings at Chichén Itzá may 
have been something more than houses. With lineage emblems or names, 
dates, and events inscribed on facades, there is little doubt that a home 
was associated with a particular lineage, especially because the multepal 
system accepted and acknowledged membership through families rather 
than individuals. In this system, Maya families would have received ti- 
tles, privileges, or prerogatives; would have joined in alliance with the 
burgeoning polity; would have retained or have been promoted to elite 
status; and would have been memorialized in public monuments. A 
named residence therefore served multiple functions; aside from provid- 
ing shelter and space for domestic and ritual business, it iconically identi- 
fied the occupants by lineage, and by extension membership in the 
Chichén Itzá system of shared rulership. 
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How can we understand the phenomenon of a “named house,” espe- 
cially in relation to filial, political, and social structures? The Chichén Itzá 
system of noble families associated with houses via descent is somewhat 
reminiscent of what Claude Lévi-Strauss (1983) has called "sociétés de 
maison" or house societies, a specific form of social organization that is 
not yet part of traditional nomenclature in the study of kinship. Lévi- 
Strauss first noticed structural similarities between medieval European 
noble houses and indigenous Kwakiutl and Yurok houses in western Na- 
tive North America. In all three cases, he observed that the houses have a 
specific name, a patronymic in Europe and a functional name in the 
Americas. The house group endures through time as a social grouping 
and is the mechanism by which names, titles, wealth, and rights are 
transmitted. "House" in this context does not so much refer to a physical 
edifice but to the principles that define and organize house occupants. In 
fact, Lévi-Strauss neither analyzes nor compares the physical houses of 
the societies he studies, a situation that is being rectified in more recent 
anthropological studies of the house (Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995). 

Building upon his earlier pioneering work on kinship, Lévi-Strauss de- 
scribes the house as a unit of social organization that does not fit easily 
into normative anthropological categories of kinship or social organiza- 
tion. He views this particular type of institution as a transition between 
kin- and class-based societies, noting: 


The whole function of noble houses, be they European or exotic, im- 
plies a fusion of categories which are elsewhere held to be in correla- 
tion with and opposition to each other, but are henceforth treated as 
inter-changeable: descent can substitute for affinity, and affinity for 
descent (Lévi-Strauss 1983:187). 


Specifically, he suggests that the house merges through the uniting of 
two or more lineages with classification principles that are seemingly an- 
tithetical, including filiation /residence, patrilineal descent/ matrilineal 
descent, and endogamy. The house society presents a new type of unity 
by physically incorporating opposing abstract principles into a system of 
equivalence that stresses alliance. 

Another important characteristic of the house society is its innovative 
role regarding lineage. Although a family may reside in a house, its occu- 
pants do not form a true lineage, according to Lévi-Strauss. Instead, the 
house society is a hybrid descent group that is bilateral. The house soci- 
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ety moves away from defining itself strictly on the basis of genealogy 
and incorporates an array of societal concerns, including status, wealth, 
and power. Even though blood ties are never totally disregarded, filiation 
becomes more equivalent to social standing. 

What relevance does the concept of the house society have for Chichén 
Itzá? Although Lévi-Strauss has studiously avoided studying the supra- 
tribal cultures of ancient America and has never confronted the archaeol- 
ogy and time-depth of mythology and ethnography, some of the core 
characteristics Lévi-Strauss uncovers for the house society may apply to 
the multepal system. Given some striking similarities between house so- 
cieties and Chichén Itzá, Lévi-Strauss' model is a useful explanatory tool 
for discovering some of the ways that genealogy and social organization 
intersect and for understanding some of the symbolism and nuances that 
dwellings had beyond practical housing. 

First, at Chichén Itzá some named houses subsumed the individual to 
focus on the group. This fact is evident in the facade emblems that iden- 
tify lineage rather than individuals. This also follows a general trend af- 
ter the Classic period to focus less on individuals and their accomplish- 
ments and more on groups as a strategy of rulership that may have been 
more effective in fostering alliances and cooperation. Second, the house 
may signal the union of nominally opposing principles, such as matrilin- 
eal and patrilineal descent, or matrilocality and patrilocality. At the time 
of European contact, the Yucatec Maya reckoned descent in both the male 
and female lines (Roys 1940). Houses with more than one facade emblem 
thus may reference descent from both the male and female line in one lin- 
eage. Third, the houses symbolize social relations and alliance. Multepal 
rule at Chichén Itzá involved more than just blood descent. Conjoined 
rule was plausibly offered initially, and perhaps almost exclusively, for 
Maya families of high status, wealth, and power. To live in a named 
house proclaimed as much about the social standing of the current occu- 
pants as it did about their ancestors, who are not memorialized there di- 
rectly. 

The house, perhaps more than any other edifice or planned space, has 
the potential to inform deeply perceptions of the world. As a three-di- 
mensional model, the house can embody taxonomic principles of the 
family and the world at large, which then may be internalized via spatial 
relationships, imagery, and movement (Bachelard 1964:4-5; Bourdieu 
1977:89—90; Waterson 1995:57). In Southern Chichén Itzá, the consistent 
locating of residences on architectural platforms with other structures 
that are linked by a network of causeways stresses unity and spatial and 
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Figure 12.11 Rollout drawing of Pillar 37, Northwest Colonnade 
(after Charlot 1931:Plate 103) 


visual sameness; this pattern was diagrammatic of lineage as a vital com- 
ponent of the polity and of the entire settlement. 


Central Chichén Itzá 


Following the same pattern observed at Southern Chichén Itzá, two 
types of writing, hieroglyphic inscriptions and single glyphs, are found 
in the site center. The hieroglyphic inscriptions appear at the Great Ball 
Court, the Osario, the Casa Colorada, the Caracol, the Akab Tzib, and 
the Monjas, and they tend to record the same type of information as they 
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Figure 12.12 Name glyphs from Northwest Colonnade. 
Left to right: Pillar 6 North, Tzab ("snake rattles”); Pillar 9 North, Na(l) 
("corn"); Pillar 17 North, Ta ("knife"); Pillar 37 North, Tzel 
("to grind maize") (after Charlot 1931) 


do in Southern Chichén Itzá (G. Stuart 1989). But by far the most preva- 
lent type of writing is a single glyph next to the heads of carved and 
painted figures on single pillars or in crowded figural compositions. 
These glyphs are concentrated in the Temple of the Warriors Complex 
on benches and pillars (Figure 12.11, 12.12). They have been variously 
interpreted as name glyphs (Tozzer 1930:151; Charlot 1931:311; Coggins 
1984:162-163; Lincoln 1986:154); as personifications of personal attrib- 
utes (Charlot 1931:313); or as signs for a variety of concepts such as 
name, title, tribe, military order, lineage, or clan (Proskouriakoff 
1974:209-210). 

These hypotheses about the precise nature of the glyphs have never 
been tested systematically. This lack is curious, given the long tradition in 
Mesoamerican writing, especially in Oaxaca and Central Mexico, of us- 
ing a single glyph near the head of a figure to identify it by name.” One 
pattern is apparent for the Chichén Itzá glyphs: Most represent flora and 
fauna, and a small number depict artifacts and human actions (Figure 
12.13). In both content and frequency, this pattern corresponds to Yucatec 
lineage names, either the ch'bal (patronymic) or the naal (matronymic) 
names (Roys 1957:3-5). An inquiry into Yucatec naming patterns will 
clarify how the glyphs record lineage. 

One enduring feature of ancient Maya society was the concern with 
reckoning and recording individual identity. Lineage was not only the 
fundamental component of the kinship system, it was the single most im- 
portant mark of personal identity. Indeed, the Yucatec past recorded in 
ethnohistorical sources takes the form of an interlocking network of fam- 
ily deeds and interests prominently featuring some elite individuals and 
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Figure 12.13 Detail of mural showing a battle, Temple of the Warriors 
(after A. Morris 1931:Plate 139) 


lineages. After the Spanish Conquest, Yucatec kinship was organized 
around the male line for corporate land ownership and residence pat- 
terns (Fariss 1984:132-135). Hence, the ch'ibal was the only indigenous 
name consistently preserved, and it was used as a surname preceded by 
a Spanish baptismal name (Roys 1940:35-36). 

Although the colonial practice of retaining only the male name may re- 
flect the patriarchal practices of the conquerors, it does not necessarily in- 
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dicate that it was the most important name in the precontact period. The 
naal or matronymic name may well have been of equal status before it 
faded in the colonial period. There is epigraphic and ethnohistorical evi- 
dence that the Lowland Maya traced and recorded descent in both the 
male and female lines, Ethnohistorical sources indicate that the Itzá mi- 
grants to Yucatán arrived without wives and married local women. This 
fact may account for an emphasis on the matrilineal line in hieroglyphic 
parentage statements at Chichén Itzá that may have added an aura of Yu- 
catecan legitimacy to the Itzá newcomers (Schele and Mathews 1998:203). 
Even though the hieroglyphic inscriptions at Chichén Itzá highlight fe- 
male descent, it is unclear whether this reflects a widespread Yucatec pat- 
tern or a short-lived innovation. Landa (in Tozzer 1941b:71 n.156) re- 
ported that the Itzá were patrilineal and that they questioned the 
legitimacy of neighboring peoples who were matrilineal; it is unclear 
whether such a barb was based on fact or was an insult. 

We may never know with confidence whether ch'ibal or naal names are 
inscribed in the temple, but their identification as lineage names leads to 
a clearer picture of the Temple of the Warriors Complex. There is consid- 
erable overlap between ch'ibal and naal names (Roys 1940:37), but be- 
cause only male lineage names were consistently used in the colonial pe- 
riod, this is the only sizable corpus of names to use for comparison at the 
present time. 

A sample of Yucatec ch'ibal names is provided in Roys's (1940, 1957) 
lists of more than 250 Yucatec patronymics compiled from colonial tax 
lists, many of which were written by Yucatec clerks. Roys translated 
about half of the names he collected, identifying many as specific plants 
and animals, but he was unable to pinpoint the exact species for others. 
His translation of surnames with actions or objects as referents is more 
straightforward. Although the tax rolls date to a century and a half after 
the Conquest, the patronymics they record appear to be valid for the 
precontact period lineage name as well because they correspond to pre- 
contact names recorded in Landa and the Books of Chilam Balam (there is 
even a close correspondence with names in the Quiche Maya Popol Vuh). 
Lineage names found in both the Temple of the Warriors Complex and 
the Books of Chilam Balam include Balam, Can/Chan, Chel, Ek, Na, Tok, 
Tun, and Xiw (Roys 1967; Edmonson 1982). Most are popular names 
from colonial and modern times and seemingly from prerecorded his- 
tory as well. 

There is a remarkably close correspondence between Roys's list of per- 
sonal names and the glyphs at the Temple of the Warriors Complex. It 
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2 North Cuy (Owl) 
lal _ 
s 10 North Iuit (feather; this is one of the 
DM few Nabuat lineage names used 
NS in Yucatán) 
LE 
2 
> 
f 
TAL 
1] 


Table 12.2 Chart correlating selected name glyphs 
with Yucatec lineage names from the Northwest Colonnade 
(illustrations after Charlot 1931 and lineage names after Roys 1940) 


APD 


Balam (jaguar) 


Can or Chan (serpent; this is a 
popular lineage name in both 
Yucatec and Chontal Maya) 


Chimal (shield; this is one of the 
few Nahuat lineage names used 
in Yucatán) 


has been possible to correlate many glyphs with ch‘ibal names (Kristan- 
Graham 1989:197-200, 2000). Eighty-six of the two hundred seventy- 
eight extant pillar figures have glyphs, eleven from the Temple of the 
Warriors and seventy-five from the Northwest Colonnade; sixteen 
glyphs are flora, twenty-four are fauna, sixteen are objects, four depict 
human heads, and the remaining twenty-six glyphs are badly damaged 
or otherwise defy identification at this time (Table 12.2). Because the 
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glyphs consist of one meaningful, recognizable unit, such as an animal, 
they are logographs as opposed to phonetic glyphs (Sampson 
1985:32-33). Logographs appear in Classic Maya hieroglyphic texts along 
with phonetic glyphs, but at Chichén Itzá the logograph can stand on its 
own as a form of writing. 

The linguistic variety of lineage names recorded by the glyphs and in 
ethnohistorical documents reflects the variety of ethnicities in residence 
at Chichén Itzá and mirrors the cultural mosaic of Yucatán after the Clas- 
sic period. Most of the lineage names are Yucatec, but a few are Nahuatl 
and Chontal. Beyond lineage, there is no written indication of a specific 
individual's name, such as that of K'ak'upacal or Kukulcan. 

Names may be inscribed in the temple complex in other ways as well. 
A distinctive yellow and green kokom vine sprouting from the head- 
dresses of a group of pillar figures located together in the Northwest 
Colonnade may identify the figures as affiliates of the famous Kokom 
family, who once were rulers of Chichén Itzá (Kristan-Graham 1988). 
This family name is also found in hieroglyphic inscriptions at the Akab 
Tzib and the Casa Colorada (Grube and Stuart 1987:8), in colonial docu- 
ments, and in the Books of Chilam Balam. Joseph Ball (1986:384) has sug- 
gested that in light of the rich metaphorical texture of the Yucatec lan- 
guage, Kokom might be synonymous with Itzá. If this is so, might the 
figures in question portray actual founders or leaders of the polity? Iden- 
tity and writing are integral parts of the Temple of the Warriors Complex; 
the name glyphs are a plausible method of record keeping, forming a ros- 
ter of polity membership and possibly even tribute obligations. Because 
the name Kokom occurs here and in Southern Chichén Itzá, it may be 
that some families associated with private buildings in the south are 
commemorated downtown in a monumental, public program. 

Hence, whereas architectural compounds in Southern Chichén Itzá are 
generally marked out for individual families, the Temple of the Warriors 
Complex in Central Chichén Itzá focuses on lineage. In both cases, the 
writing very probably identifies specific individuals and lineages partici- 
pating in the multepal system. The name glyphs deviate from the hiero- 
glyphic inscriptions found elsewhere at the site. Writing is kept to a min- 
imum, and imagery is entrusted to narrate most of the story of alliance. 
The logographic writing system is akin to an international sign system 
that cuts across linguistic boundaries to be intelligible to different groups 
at this new political capital. This turn away from the Classic concern with 
lengthy texts telling of supernatural history and genealogy fits a new so- 
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cial order wherein efficient alliances, trade, and tribute systems served 
more effectively than old patterns. 


Design and Ritual 


It was through design that the essential principles of the multepal system 
were embodied and realized at Chichén Itzá. The natural topography 
was leveled and overlaid with platforms connected by roads that marked 
out private and public terrain, regulated traffic, and led the ways to pub- 
lic celebrations. 


Sak Beob 


The network of roads served a multitude of functions. Aside from being 
ritual roads, they served political and economic functions by connecting 
political centers with outlying communities and by providing conduits 
between rural production areas and central markets (Robles C. and An- 
drews 1986:70). Further, the roads and their connections enable site plans 
to be read as organizational charts of social structure, as Kurjack 
(1994:308) has suggested. 

Sak beob also may be physical records of kin and corporate alliances be- 
cause in Northern Yucatán they often joined sites united by marriage and 
joined sectors within sites likewise related (Kurjack 1977). If sak beob had 
a similar function at Chichén Itzá, then some architectural platforms 
linked by causeways may be emblematic of marriage alliance; it also is 
possible that other interests, such as geographic origin or occupation, 
may be marked by causeways. Important links made by roads are illus- 
trated by the Temples of the One, Three, and Four Lintels, the Temple of 
the Initial Series, and the Monjas, all united by Sak beh 7 and all sharing 
thematic similarities in their hieroglyphic inscriptions (Krochock 
1988:129). 

Causeways may also mark out political relations. According to a Maya 
myth, in ancient times roads united Chichén Itzá, Uxmal, and Koba and 
carried bloodlines to feed the rulers (Tozzer 1941a). The reference to 
blood vividly recalls how political relations provide economic suste- 
nance and is a useful picture for understanding both the arterial network 
of the causeways and the wealth they provided. Whether this story is 
myth or metaphor, it underscores the link between roads, alliance, and 
tribute.? 
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If roads are symbols of political and marital alliances, then dismantling 
or "erasing" roads may mark a disruption of such alliances. Krochock 
(1995) has observed one instance of a road abruptly ending before it 
reaches the platform where the Temple of the Hieroglyphic Jambs and 
Structure 6E1 are located. She suggests that the road may have been dis- 
mantled or ritually terminated to kill symbolically the group and shut it 
off from the site; in addition, some masonry at the doorway to the Tem- 
ple of the Hieroglyphic Jambs may indicate construction that was meant 
to seal off the inscriptions about the founding of Chichén Itzá. Lincoln 
(1990) adds that at some point someone excavated away the masonry to 
see the inscriptions again, but the date for this is unknown. Cobos (per- 
sonal communication 1997) has observed that one sak beh near the Mer- 
cado was dismantled. Might the phenomenon of erasing roads have been 
the result of some rupture among a martial or political alliance? 

When the element of human movement is added to the system of 
roads at Chichén Itzá, other mythic and ritual associations emerge. In a 
sense, ritual, especially processions, is an assumed element of the site 
plan, and although a sense of movement must be inferred from the phys- 
ical remains, it is no less important in attempting to understand how an- 
cient Chichén Itzá worked. Certainly the site as it exists today seems 
ready-made for spectacles and processions, and it is not difficult to imag- 
ine, on ritual occasions, a crowd gathering along the sak beob as it moved, 
congregating at residential compounds and the Sacred Cenote, and then 
dispersing back home 

The movement of peoples along the sak beob parallels the social forma- 
tion and rules of governance of Chichén Itzá. A traditional Yucatec riddle 
equates time with walking along a road, and traversing a sak beh adds 
temporal and symbolic elements to rituals. Walking along the network of 
roads, past named buildings, and resplendent visual panoramas could 
recall the passage of time in several ways: the path of the Milky Way; pil- 
grimages; waves of migrations; and the founding of Chichén Itzá as a 
center of conjoined rule. Processions that moved from outlying com- 
pounds toward the site center could repeatedly simulate the familial and 
centrifugal construction of the institution of the multepal system. The 
monumental scale of the North Platform could have accommodated 
thousands of people, and crowds formed a significant component of ritu- 
als. Crowds allow the populace to act as a body politic and create the ef- 
fect of equality (Canetti 1978:16, 29), much as the polity aimed at binding 
different social and ethnic groups together. 
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The political dimensions of travel along the roadways would have been 
complemented by cosmological referents, Anthropologist David Kertzer 
has observed that rituals couple natural with social phenomenon: 


... ritual structures our experience; it guides our perceptions and 
channels our interpretation of those perceptions. Through ritual, as 
through culture more generally, we not only make sense of the 
world around us, but we also are led to believe that the order we see 
is not of our own (cultural) making, but rather an order that belongs 
to the external world itself (1988:84-85) [parentheses original]. 


At Chichén Itzá, the site layout replicates the union of the social and 
cosmological universes. The populace moving along the roadway paral- 
leled the way the universe worked, equating the immutable order of the 
cosmos with the natural social order. The network of roads converging 
on the Sacred Cenote emphasized the site core as the nucleus of the 
polity, and it linked the portal to the Otherworld with tribute, which con- 
tributed to the continued spiritual and economic health of the polity. 

Moreover, it is tantalizing to think that ritual movement at Chichén 
Itzá could have acted out a fundamental Yucatec literary trope: migra- 
tion. Many myths from around the globe link migrations to political be- 
ginnings, and this is part of standard Yucatec ethnographic fare. The 
Books of Chilam Balam mention migrations around the Yucatán peninsula 
and toward Chichén Itzá, replete with Maya families whose names are 
inscribed at the site. One passage states: 


. . they departed and arrived at Ppoole, where the remainder of the 
Itzá were increased in number; they took the women of Ppole [sic] as 
their mothers. Then they arrived at Ake; there they were born at 
Ake. Ake it was called here, as they said. Then they arrived at Alaa; 
Alaa was its name here, they said. Then they came to Tixchel ... 
these are the names of whatever towns there were and the names of 
the wells, in order that it may be known where they passed in their 
march to see whether this district was good, whether it was suitable 
for settlement here (Roys 1967:70, 72). 


Such migrations also are recounted in other Maya sources, notably the 
Relaciónes and the Highland Popol Vuh (Tedlock 1996) and Anales de los 
Cachiqueles (Recinos and Goetz 1953). Although it is unclear how accu- 


354 Cynthia Kristan-Graham 


rately these sources record actual demographics, there can be no doubt 
that migration was a vital component of the Maya collective memory and 
the ways in which ancestry and political foundations were reckoned. 
Given the power of place and sight that, according to Heyden (1995) kin- 
dles senses, memory, and identity, walking along the sak beob during in- 
formal and formal occasions could help to stir emotions and recall the 
Yucatec past amidst an architectural landscape that was at once a sym- 
bolic map of the world and of Yucatec political geography. 

Hence, the genius loci of Chichén Itzá might include the unique ways in 
which private lineage compounds, public venues, and roadways provided 
an arena for individuals to reckon their filial and communal identities. The 
outlying platforms and monumental downtown vistas visually recalled 
family and polity respectively. Connecting roadways marked out alliances 
and provided access to the spaces in which elite lineages were transformed 
into the larger body politic and a Foucauldian diagram of social relations. 
In a manner that may not have been unlike the nineteenth-century Parisian 
public amidst the Arcades, the Chichén Itzá populace in its vast architec- 
tural landscape could have internalized attitudes about selfhood and social 
relations. It was in these spaces, and during these rituals, that “presencing” 
could have occurred, where individuals could see and act out their roles as 
family and polity members against an architectural backdrop that recalled 
the mythic, ancestral past and the political present (see Buck-Morss 1989 
and Norberg-Schultz 1980 for a discussion of presencing). 


The Temple of the Warriors Complex 


As one of the focal points of Central Chichén Itzá, the Temple of the War- 
riors Complex resonates with concerns of multepal and tribute. Murals 
and decorated benches and pillars enact a narrative about the ritual after- 
math of battle and two material benefits of subjugation: prisoners and 
tribute. Building plan and figural imagery cue the reading order and ac- 
tion. The pillars, each placed 2.5 meters apart on the temple summit and 
colonnade floor, provide ample room for real actors to mingle with and 
infinitely transform the painted spectacle. The profile poses of the pillar 
figures imply movement through the aisles of the temple and colonnade 
that are formed by the pillars themselves. Most pillars are composed of 
two pairs of figures on opposite sides who face the same direction (Fig- 
ure 12.11a, 12.11b). About half of the figures face the center aisles of the 
temple summit and colonnade that are on axis with the stairway, 
whereas the rest face west, or out toward the plaza (Anderson 1994). 
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In the colonnade, the figures stand in discrete groups, with warriors 
filling most of the north and south areas, and priests and nobles filling in 
the northwest corner and far south side (Charlot 1931). Prisoners bound 
at the wrists are carved on eight pillars that cluster in front of the stair- 
way, where they are met by the gaze of the figures who face the center 
aisles. The central placement of the prisoners just below the temple stair- 
way suggests that they are poised to climb the stairs, ushered by a crowd 
of warriors, and then greeted by a chak mol on the temple summit. Their 
ultimate fate may be forecast by two small murals inside the temple that 
depict human sacrifice; in one mural, sacrifice is performed atop a Maya 
temple not unlike the Temple of the Warriors (A. Morris 1931:Plate 145). 

It would seem that although the decorative program shows a display 
of captives and captors, it is the threat of sacrifice and not sacrifice itself 
that is highlighted. Notwithstanding religious imperatives to perform 
sacrifice, in an emergent tributary system like Chichén Itzá, dead prison- 
ers may not have been as valuable as living ones. The prisoner-sacrifice 
tableaux may have been calculated to win submissive individuals into 
becoming tributaries, not sacrificial victims, and in the temple complex 
the hundreds of warriors in Maya costumes and regalia may be new 
polity members who opted for this choice. It has been suggested that 
such figures may be cahalob or lower order nobles who became titular 
rulers in return for allegiance to the growing polity (David Freidel, per- 
sonal communication 1988). In this sense, some figures may have entered 
into a forced détente relationship with Chichén Itzá. 

Here the prisoners retain some dignity in contrast to Classic Maya rep- 
resentations of nude captives in humble postures. Their bound wrists are 
the only clue to their subjugated status because their ornate costumes and 
regalia are arguably the fanciest in the composition. The prisoners are al- 
lowed to stand with their captors and other ritual actors in the sacred tem- 
ple space, and their prominent placement at the hub of activity signals 
their celebrity status, as they are named and paraded to the polity at large. 
There is a growing consensus that the temple complex commemorates a 
Yucatec Maya conflict (Charlot 1931:310-311; Ball and Taschek 1989:188; 
Kristan-Graham 1989; Anderson 1994:4;) in opposition to the traditional 
reading of a Toltec conquest of Yucatán (Tozzer 1957:177; Coe 1993:128). 

In this scenario, it is no coincidence that the name glyphs incised on pil- 
lars cluster along the east/west axis of the temple complex, the spatial and 
narrative center of the composition. Without this writing, the composition 
may appear to depict just another story, but instead the entire temple com- 
plex attains an aura of specificity regarding polity membership and possi- 
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ble tribute obligations. Likewise, murals 
inside the temple are diagrammatic of 
economic interests of the polity. One fa- 
mous mural of a battle shows Maya 
merchants traversing a road along a 
coastline; they have striped bodies like 
those of the captives, but with head- 
dresses and loincloths intact. In another 
mural, merchants with their characteris- 
tic walking stick, tumpline, and back 
burdens appear in a more bucolic mar- 
itime setting (A. Morris 1931:Plate 159; 
Blom 1933:435; Thompson 1971:76; Kris- 
tan-Graham 1995) Krochock (personal 
communication 1998) has observed that 
this scene may well represent salt manu- 


Figure 12.14 Fragment of 
mural showing tribute items, facture, which of course was one of the 


Temple of the Warriors most important commodities that the 
(after A. Morris 1931:Plate 154) Yucatec Maya traded throughout 
Mesoamerica. 


The theme of exchange is continued 
by another mural in the temple that shows colorful cotton mantas, feath- 
ered headdresses, and bowls of copal or jade beads, all highly prized 
items of tribute throughout Mesoamerica (Landa in Tozzer 1941b:94—95; 
de la Garza 1980, Volume 1:269). The flattened bird's eye view perspec- 
tive is strikingly similar to pages from the Codex Mendoza, a contact-pe- 
riod Aztec painted manuscript that records scenes of conquest along with 
tribute items such as mantas, costumes, feathered headdresses, and food 
(A. Morris 1931:409) (Figure 12.14). This mural is in marked contrast to 
others in the temple and elsewhere at the site, which are represented en 
face. Might not this singular mural denote a shared Mesoamerican visual 
convention, or even a precedent, for representing tribute items? 

Merchants throughout Mesoamerica collected tribute, distributed 
goods, and secured new markets and trading partners, and it is intrigu- 
ing that one mural may visually locate a scene of tribute at Chichén Itzá 
itself. Near the scenes of merchants and tribute is a schematic mural of a 
tz'onot, which may be the Sacred Cenote, the ultimate destination for 
many local and foreign luxury goods brought to the site as tribute (A. 
Morris 1931:409). Benches in the colonnade on the north and northwest 
sides feature carved and painted processions of figures bloodletting or 
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making offerings, both sacred rites of state craft (Charlot 1931:Plate 124). 
Such scenes are frequent in the site core, and they parallel the content of 
some hieroglyphic inscriptions regarding group rituals (Krochock and 
Freidel 1994:360). 

In general, the figural imagery in Central Chichén Itzá is more promi- 
nent and colorful than imagery from elsewhere at the site. If a building 
can function as a mmemonic device, with memory and meaning 
grounded in its narrative character as Heyden (1995:38-47) suggests, 
then the Temple of the Warriors Complex may encode a charter for 
Chichén Itzá. More than outright conquest, the theme of alliance per- 
vades formal and iconographic properties of the temple complex. The 
overall scenes are Lowland Maya in flavor, but Classic types of sculpture 
seem to be transformed and updated. The ubiquitous carved pillar can be 
understood as a variation on the Classic Maya stela, the dynastic monu- 
ment par excellence. The stela, typically carved on one face with a por- 
trait of a ruler and related hieroglyphic genealogy, was literally stretched 
into a pillar, a towering geometric volume that provided architectural 
support and expanded the sculpted surface into four equal surfaces for 
individual portraits. The pillar is an appropriate type of sculpture to em- 
phasize hallmarks of the new social order at Chichén Itzá; it showed that 
the group rituals replaced the Classic cult of the royal ruler and that the 
body politic was formed by elite lineages. Furthermore, the aggregation 
of pillars quite literally formed a standing army and portrait gallery of 
the polity. Given the capacity of the pillars to provide architectural sup- 
port, accommodate large groups, and display visual programs, the colon- 
nade is one of the most widespread structures at the site; Kurjack 
(1994:315) even suggests that the colonnade seems to supplant the Clas- 
sic Maya palace as the space for conducting state business. 

The Temple of the Warriors, given its function as a performative space 
and its embellishment of individual portraits and vignettes in the life of 
the polity, could have helped viewers and ritual actors alike share a com- 
mon past, present, and trajectory for the future. Casey’s (1993:13-16) no- 
tion of emplacement may also be applicable here; emplacement is a per- 
petual process of anchoring people to their environs and to each other 
and of construing a particular vision of the past within the contours of 
the here and now. In the Temple of the Warriors, real people would have 
shared the stage with painted backdrops and portraits of polity mem- 
bers. This place may be considered a core of "Itzá-ness," of becoming a 
member of the Itzá polity, with the asset of elite status and the requisite 
tribute obligation. 
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The Temple of the Warriors panorama, like other instances of Maya art, 
does not present a wholly happy image of a peaceable polity. It is one of 
the largest visual spectacles in the Maya world, and even though it may 
be a grandiose council house with an innovative visual program about 
governance, the particular reading of the narrative episodes is dependent 
upon social status, and no doubt is not equally palatable to all. Some ap- 
parent political tensions—notably the prominent display of prisoners, 
tribute, and sacrifice—do not evince a seamless alliance. Some character- 
istics that Benjamin noted for the modern urban panorama as form of 
montage are instructive here, such as his remark that the panorama “cre- 
ates an illusion by so successfully blending units into a whole that evi- 
dence of contradiction is eliminated” (in Buck-Morss 1989:67). To the Yu- 
catec Maya, hegemonic growth, subjugation, or paying tribute may not 
have been desirable fates, but in the Temple of the Warriors Complex, 
they are presented as tolerable or even desirable alternatives to servitude 
or death. It would seem that the panorama presents a picture of formal 
visual unity and social difference at the same time. It is perhaps while 
wandering the physical site, and in pondering the recesses between vi- 
sual culture and realpolitik, that citizens and visitors alike were able to 
comprehend and envision their sense of place in the burgeoning polity.? 

In this reading of Chichén Itzá, much of the ethnohistorical overlay 
through which we have come to understand Chichén Itzá does not seem 
entirely relevant. We might ask how the ethnohistorical and archaeologi- 
cal records intersect at Chichén Itzá and how closely we should follow 
the written sources as a guide to understanding an ancient settlement. 
Just as Roys and Cohodas found no primary source that told of a Toltec 
conquest of Yucatán, there are no extant epigraphic data or figural im- 
agery to support this traditional Mexican conquest paradigm. The tradi- 
tional myths and legends do not recount much about trade, tribute, or 
political organization, which certainly seem to be a major concern of vi- 
sual programs at Chichén Itzá. In order to better understand Chichén Itzá 
amidst a sea of primary and secondary texts, normative definitions of 
Toltec ought to be redefined. References to a Toltec or Mexican incursion 
into Yucatán are not borne out by material culture. Clearly, planning, ar- 
chitecture, artifacts, imagery, and in situ writing at Chichén Itzá implicate 
a Terminal Classic Maya world in which Yucatec Maya, not Central Mex- 
ican, prerogatives were enacted. Today, Toltec may more profitably be 
understood as (1) an innovative tradition of visual culture that was en- 
gendered within the unique parameters of Terminal Classic Mesoamer- 
ica; and (2) as an honorific or metaphorical allusion to ancestors or for- 
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eigners, the latter a plausible reference to the Itzá, Chontal Maya, or an- 
other “Mexicanized Maya” group. 

Given our growing body of knowledge about Chichén Itzá, primarily 
through archaeology, art, and epigraphy, it is apparent that visual culture 
there was vital in integrating notions of mythic, filial, political, and eco- 
nomic foundations and informing a sense of identity to the populace.!? 
The reconstruction of rituals and even casual movement there demon- 
strate that the makeup of the polity—especially the peopling of Chichén 
Itzá, the move toward the multepal system, and attendant benefits and 
obligations—very probably were enacted and reproduced at every turn 
with recollections of family and community. The settlement of Chichén 
Itzá asserted its Maya identity while it forged an innovative union of pol- 
itics and art to unite disparate interests and peoples in the late Maya 
world. All of this created a sense of being and of belonging, in short a 
sense of place, at Chichén Itzá. 
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Notes 


1. Cobos (1994) argues that Chichén Itzá had ceased to be a formidable power 
by the end of the tenth century. 

2. Materials excavated from Isla Cerritos include ceramics from the Gulf Coast, 
Caribbean area, Southern Lowlands, and Guatemala; obsidian from Central Mex- 
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ico and Highland Guatemala; greenstone from Highland Guatemala; turquoise 
from North Mexico or the Southwestern United States; basalt from Veracruz or 
Belize; and gold from Costa Rica (Andrews et al. 1988:204). 

3. The Tula-Chichén Itzá problem has been a persistent and intriguing issue in 
the study of Mesoamerican ethnohistory and prehistory, but it generally falls out- 
side the parameters of this chapter. See Kristan-Graham (1989) and Jones (1993) 
for discussions of the Tula-Chichén Itzá issue. See Nicholson (1957), Davies 
(1977), Carrasco (1982), and Gillespie (1989) for discussions of the ethnohistorical 
literature, especially the relationship between Kukulcan and the Central Mexican 
deity-priest Quetzalcoatl. 

An examination of obsidian distribution provides a compelling tie between 
Tula and Chichén Itzá. At Chichén Itzá's port, Isla Cerritos, 17 percent of the ob- 
sidian came from Highland Guatemala, and 82 percent of the obsidian is from 
Central Mexico (48 percent is from Pachuca, Hidalgo, which probably was con- 
trolled by Tula during the Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic periods, and 28 
percent is from Ucareo, Michoacán). This particular distribution pattern has par- 
allels at Tula and Chichén Itzá but has few parallels with the Maya area. At 
Chichén Itzá this is an abrupt shift away from the use of obsidian from the 
Guatemalan Highlands during Classic times and indicates that the Itzá had com- 
mercial ties with Central Mexico, probably via a series of outposts along the coast 
of Yucatán to the Gulf Coast of Mexico (Andrews et al. 1988:204; Andrews et al. 
1989:359-361). 

4. In alternate views, Cobos (personal communication 1997) and Boot (1995) 
argue for the possibility that one supreme lord ruled Chichén Itzá, and Lincoln 
(1990, 1994) suggests that the site had two corulers. 

5. Gallery-patio structures were once thought to have been a purely Yucatec 
phenomenon, but such structures also are found in North and West Mexico. For 
example, the Hall of Columns from the Acropolis at La Quemada, Zacatecas, ap- 
pears to be very similar to the gallery-patio structure (Hers 1989:162-166). La 
Quemada is mainly an Epiclassic site (600-900 AD); recent excavations have un- 
covered ritual architecture, elite residences, burials, a ballcourt, and a road sys- 
tem linking La Quemada to at least 200 other sites nearby (Nelson et al. 
1992:298-301). La Quemada's dating, large size, complexity, and location along a 
trade route between the Southwestern United States and the basin of Mexico 
warrant further study between it and the rest of Mesoamerica. 

6. A precedent for named buildings is found at Copán. Barbara and William 
Fash (in Fash 1991:129-134) suggest that buildings on the Acropolis decorated 
with specific sculptural motifs are the "House of Bats" and "Razor House," both 
mentioned in the Popol Vuh. 

7. The earliest form of this type of glyph appears on the Danzantes reliefs on 
the exterior of Building L at Monte Albán, Oaxaca (500-400 BC). About 50 out of 
300 carved stones portraying slain enemies are associated with glyphs in the 
form of human heads, animals, or objects next to the heads. There is general 
agreement that the glyphs identify the figures either by name or territory (Caso 
1947; Marcus 1976; Whittaker 1980:20-21). At Tula, logographic writing is 
roughly contemporaneous with that of Chichén Itzá. Monumental stone pillars 
atop Tula's Pyramid B depict rulers or warriors who are identified by single 
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glyphs near the heads. These glyphs have been read as totems, names (Acosta 
1956), tribes, or towns (Tozzer 1930). It is more probable that the glyphs record 
personal names: Deer or Rabbit, Eagle, Serpent, Coyote, Jaguar, and Merchant 
(Kristan-Graham 1989:205-217). Later Aztec art had a similar system of identify- 
ing individuals with small glyphs near the heads of human figures in sculpture 
and manuscripts. Most often the glyphs identify an Aztec ruler by his personal 
name. For example, a glyph of an eagle posed head down identifies the Emperor 
Cuauhtemoc, "Descending Eagle" (See Marcus 1992 for a discussion of name 
glyphs in Mesoamerica). 

One specific example from the Temple of the Warriors Complex reinforces the 
nominal function of the glyphs. A carved figure is accompanied by a glyph of a 
profile rabbit head atop two vertical bars (Charlot 1931:Plate 59). In the Central 
Mexican bar-and-dot numeral system, in which a dot denotes a coefficient of 1 
and a bar 5, this can be read as "10 Rabbit," a date citing month and day; in Mex- 
ico, it was common for individuals to have both a personal and a calendrical 
name, the latter equated with their birth date. 

There are still some questions about how figures are to be more fully identified 
at the Temple of the Warriors Complex. Each pillar/figure is individualized by 
physiognomy and costume, but less than half have a name glyph. Are there dis- 
tinctions between named and unnamed figures? 

8. New maps of Chichén Itzá may allow political relations to be seen more pre- 
cisely. 

9. The Temple of the Warriors also may have been a locus for katun rituals, 
which commemorated the beginning and ending of twenty-year calendrical cy- 
cles; this intersects with the political and ritual affinities of the building, as Maya 
lords and priests played important roles in timekeeping (Kristan-Graham 1999). 

10. The work of Castafieda (1996) has added to the ongoing dialogue about 
Chichén Itzá. His study of the modern town of Pist, which is adjacent to Chichén 
Itzá, and of scientific work at the archaeological zone proper, indicates that 
ethnography, ethnohistory, and archaeology have been conducted there in con- 
cert with concerns of Maya identity, modernity, and nationalism. 
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